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Story Thus Far


His journey to the Capital was eventful in the form of a manticore hunt, where Ard performed admirably and found a weathered stone statue.

Ard had made it to the Capital of Avente, home of the Royal Palace and royal pain in the ass, Carmilla.

The First Princess has the Capital in the palm of her hand. With the King and First Prince out, she ostensibly rules the kingdom from her perch, all while closing in on getting a seat at the Enclave as an Elder Mage.

Very little stood between her and the position.

She used her influence to bring Ard under her tutelage in the hopes of changing his mind. Unfortunately, Ard was no child, and her antics fell short of convincing the headstrong young mage.

Her maid, Maribelle, became Ard’s tutor, and despite his grudging dislike for lessons, picked up both the academic lessons and the military ones taught by the old general, Enem, who refused to tell Ard his name.

Ard was chomping at the bit and finding small ways to get back as he was deprived access to magical lessons.

His mother, under the supervision of the goddess Hecate pretending to be their maid, recovered swiftly and was determined to teach her own son. After several weekend lessons, she established a reason for them to escape, as well as getting away from his ill-advised duel with Zuri’s brothers.

Yet they’ve followed Ard to the major port city of Faylin. Ard has taken to the mountains in search of a corrupted, and to clear out pirates while the bulk of the military is in the east fighting a war with Garrish.

Ard, with his four anchors, Emlyn, Zuri, Maribelle and Aurelia, set up a base after destroying a group of pirates and recruiting a lone pirate, Izzy, after she helped them with her crew mates.

The corrupted was found, and it killed Ard’s horse, Cyam. In a desperate attempt to revive his Congratulations-you’re-a-mage horse, he stuffed the corrupted’s soul into the horse’s body. Ard then saved Cyam’s soul by stuffing it into his shadow and feeding it dark magic, producing an effect on par with an adept spell.

At least they got the body, and Ard brought it back to keep on ice in the Aldis manor at the port. For now, he can stay in the mountains and train his magic until he’s ready to return to the capital.

Yet the world doesn’t wait for him.

Unknown to Ard and the rest of the kingdom, Carmilla has killed Elder Brimsam, all but guaranteeing that she will take the empty Elder seat in the near future and flip control of the Enclave, the governing body of the mages, over to the Royals.


Chapter 1


“So, like this?” I scribbled on the parchment in front of me, trying to understand what I was being asked to create.

“Yep, though this section does better with some sand. Ultimately, it’s the water in the pipe that keeps the stink away. See? This part of the pipe curves back on itself. Water sits in there and keeps gasses from rising back up.” Sienna tapped on the diagram.

“That’s the important part.” Emlyn sipped at her wine. “Don’t mess that part up.”

I rolled my eyes as the table laughed.

Making a toilet for our new little base was at the very top of my list, and I was being reminded about its need constantly from my female companions.

Moving to the capital meant that I’d learned about life without outhouses. While I’d existed with them for most of my life in the small village where I’d grown up, I wasn’t ever going back if I could help it. Call me spoiled, but it was a luxury I was going to give to myself.

We’d finished dinner and were sipping on wine while my mother froze and hid the corpse of the corrupted that we had brought back from the mountain. While I had every intention of showing I had fulfilled the quest, I was buying some time to train before getting mixed back up in court politics. While my four spheres gave me power, it was un-honed.

While we trained, we had decided to build a fort in the nearby mountainside to be our homebase. Sienna knew the most to help offer designs for the space and was currently giving me detailed instructions.

“You know, I could come up there and help you make much of this. I’d be more than happy to be of assistance to you,” she offered.

“No thank you. This is a challenge I want to tackle on my own first. Then I can find my limits.” I smiled at her. “Once it is done, has plumbing and heating, you can come up and spend a comfortable few days with us, though.” I winked.

“In that case, I shall help you as much as I can before you go.” She gave me a sweet smile.

Sienna was a gorgeous mage from the Greystone Noble House. She had chased me from Hidavente to the Capital, and now to Port Faylin where I had been searching the mountains for the corrupted that was currently being frozen in the basement while my mother reestablished House Aldis at the port.

I wasn’t ready to go back, so I was glad my mother had not even batted an eye when I’d shown up with a dead body to store in our basement.

The Leviathan Crest mountains were a unique and rich training opportunity for me. They were filled with pirates and monsters for my anchors and me to sharpen our skills and our teamwork.

Sienna brushed her raven hair behind her ears. “Distracted by my beauty?”

“Always,” I shot back without missing a beat. “Though, being a poor mage from a small house like Aldis, I do wonder when you’ll give me a courting gift?”

She snorted. “Is that where we are going? Making the lady get the gift?” She shook her head.

“Technically, your house is larger,” Emlyn added in helpfully. “Even if I’m not sure it’ll be that way in the future. Arden is a rising star, rising far faster than any of us can really understand.” She glanced at my shadow from the flickering candle.

My shadow huffed back at her, making the whole table freeze.

“What was that?” Selina was on her feet, hand on the pommel of her sword, ready to defend her mage, Sienna.

“Nothing dangerous. I… uh… did a thing,” I stumbled for an excuse. I had not quite worked up how I was going to cover my current shadow horse.

“I believe he means he farted,” Zuri laughed. She was always quick to find a solution to any of my problems.

Selina’s face blushed.

“It’s okay. You are in a rush to defend your mage.” I smiled at her, hoping to help some of the embarrassment. “I wish my anchors jumped to my aid every time I made a strange noise.”

Internally, I wanted to glare at my shadow and yell at it. Cyam had made that noise, not me. When my congratulations-you’re-a-mage horse had almost died, I’d tried to save him. Unfortunately, I’d messed up a bit. His soul now rested in my shadow, and his actual body now held the soul of a rapist mage turned corrupted.

I felt like the situation was a very minor and entirely understandable error on my part. We would fix it soon enough. But for the moment, Cyam was a horse made of dark magic and shadows. We guessed he was as powerful as an adept spell at least.

“Thank you for being so understanding. Not everyone would take kindly to an anchor about to draw their sword.” Sienna put a hand over mine. Her emerald eyes smoldered with something else. I got the feeling she was using the moment as another excuse to touch me.

My anchors had taken a back seat at the moment, not feeling threatened. Aurelia had stepped away to blow off some steam.

Really, it was just Maribelle that was a concern at all. The blonde with tight curls was a bag of crazy that I had stepped into. And I had a strong sense that she was not going anywhere now that she had found somebody who at least saw her for the bag of crazy she was and tried to meet some of those needs.

I knew that soon I’d need to ‘hunt’ her, or it was all going to backfire. There was a small length of rope in my pocket, enough to keep her from screaming as she enjoyed herself. Yet it had been there for several days and I still hadn’t found the right moment.

“Oh, there’s nothing to understand. I like you, Sienna. I’d find the positive in any situation regarding you.” I stuffed the thoughts of Maribelle aside, ignoring that she was currently staring holes in me to the side. Sienna was much easier to manage; all I had to do was flirt shamelessly.

“That’s an interesting way to phrase it. As if there could be negatives to being in my presence.” She split a giant smile at me and leaned even closer, pressing herself to my side. “Back to the matter at hand. You are over engineering this thing.”

“I killed the pirates that had been here with a rockslide. There’s plenty of stone. And with all the magic I can put out, why not just make it durable enough to survive another rockslide?” I asked.

Sienna hummed as she looked at it. “So the more material you put on top, the stronger the base has to be. Though, from what you’ve told me so far, you could just make the lower walls of this place into the mountain. This at the end of a trough?”

“Yep, cave on the back. The trough has been leveled out where we are going to build,” I clarified.

“Wonderful, then… yeah. Just build into the mountain for the first floor. Use them to keep the whole thing sturdy, and then you won’t have to worry about having a strong enough foundation.” She trailed her fingers over the design. “You are going to stay the winter here?”

“That’s sort of the plan,” I agreed. “With the corrupted frozen in the basement, we can stay as long as we like as we pretend to search.”

“I thought that was the wrong one?” Sienna batted her lashes at me.

I stuck my tongue out. “Right, silly me. That must be the wrong one.”

The thought reminded me of the corrupted’s soul still running around in Cyam’s body. I really needed to find that damn horse and fix the situation. It was disrespectful of Cyam’s memory. And it was probably killing people.

My mother rolled back into the room on her wheeled chair.

“The corrupted is frozen. Next time, bring back the correct one.” She smirked and glanced at Sienna leaning on me. “I can see you are all getting along well. The future of House Aldis rests heavy on your shoulders, Arden. The more you can spread that burden out in the coming decades, the better.”

Sienna blushed. “Of course. Though, we’d have to be courting for that.”

“That would be proper. I’m sure House Aldis would accept you with open arms if you were willing to step away from Greystone.” My mother’s eyes were sharp as she began negotiating.

“Your son would have to make the first move.”

I was starting to be able to interpret this new world. If we gave the courting gift, she’d come to my family. I tucked that knowledge away. I’d have to find something for her.

“I am here. In this room. With both of you.” I exaggeratedly waved my arms, tired of them talking around me.

Sienna blushed in embarrassment. “I didn’t mea—”

“You didn’t offend him,” Emlyn cut in. “Ard will tell you the moment something bothers him. He doesn’t let it fester. He would rather just perform the etiquette equivalent of a slap in the face the moment it suits him.”

I glared at Emlyn. “I was raised as a proper villager.”

“Your efforts at ice cream proved that.” Emlyn fought down a smile.

I threw my hands in the air. “The ice cream again. I was eight? Nine? It was good for that age.”

There were a few quizzical raised eyebrows around the room, but I dismissed them all with a wave. “It’s an Emlyn thing.”

“He made ice cream with flour and salt because he couldn’t find enough sugar,” Emlyn explained.

They all nodded as if that statement made perfect sense given what they knew about me. To be fair, it might have been. But I could make real ice cream now, with magic. Magic was good for a lot of things, and I preferred random applications over killing things like most mages.

“Anyway.” I drew out the word as I worked to move the conversation forward. “I think we have some tentative plans for the fort, and things are settled enough that we should probably head back out tomorrow. We probably won’t be back for… a week?” I hazarded a guess.

Knowing myself, I would probably insist on working the fort to completion before coming back.

“Do take care of yourself.” My mother rolled over and placed her hand on my shoulder. “While you are gone, Sienna and I will work on the home here and establish some trades.”

Sienna nodded dutifully. “It would be my pleasure.”

“Ard is going to be working on his adept spell,” Maribelle interjected. “As well as his general studies.”

I groaned. General studies meant she planned to make me do more math.

“Learn well. You’ll be reviewing contracts the next time you are back, and I expect you to be able to see the traps and check the math,” My mother warned.

Even more math! I avoided rolling my eyes. My mother could be a little scary.

“Well then, we can’t let him miss any sleep.” Emlyn smacked her hands on the table and stood. “Let’s go get some rest.”

“Yes, because you two do so much ‘resting’ when you sleep in the same room,” Zuri sighed. “I’ll get a few pitchers of water so he’s at least hydrated.”

Emlyn blushed and snuck a glance at my mother. “We will be getting plenty of rest.”

My mother waved off her concern. “Arden needs to be prepared to expand the family. All of you can go get ready. I’d like a moment alone with my son, please.”

Nobody wanted to upset the lady of the house and hurried out of the room except for my mother’s maid, Hecate. I did a double take as I looked over. The maid seemed even prettier than before, like there was almost an inner glow to her.

“How are things?” my mother asked, resting in her chair as it glided over towards a window.

I kept pace with her, leaving Hecate at our backs. The dining room had a large bay of windows overlooking the beach.

“Progressing?” The statement came out more as a question. “We might have gotten the corrupted’s corpse, but the truth is I might have accidentally stuffed the corrupted’s soul into my horse’s body.”

My mother’s chair turned to face me. I’d managed to surprise her. “Is that a joke?” She glanced at Hecate out of the corner of her eyes, including her in the conversation.

“Uh… no. I really did it. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m a four-sphere, but I can touch souls. When Cyam died, I tried to manipulate his soul back into his body. Just… I grabbed the wrong soul.” I scratched the back of my head and stuck my tongue out.

My mother held her face in her hand. “What am I going to do with you?”

“How about giving me a hug before I go back out there and right the situation by myself?” I waved my hand, and Cyam, he hopped out of my shadow in his full dark magic glory. “I did another thing, though.”

Hecate gasped and took a step back.

“Sorry to surprise you.” I flashed her a smile.

My mother reached out and rubbed magic Cyam on the nose. “This feels just like his nose.”

“Yeah.” I smirked. “It stood up to some pretty big fireballs too.”

“No. It feels just like a horse's nose.” My mother was still petting Cyam’s nose and glanced at Hecate, but she seemed to swallow whatever she was going to say. It must have been too important to share in front of the maid. “Your father’s adept spell, a giant raven, was much the same. I’d say even some of the Elder Mages would have difficulty matching everything about Cyam, including the little bald spot on his muzzle.”

I wasn’t sure why that detail seemed so important to her, but I shrugged it off.

“Perhaps because Cyam’s soul is in there. His sense of self and the image he has for his form is that much stronger?” I asked.

My mother nodded. “I would guess so. So much so that Cyam’s soul is doing most of the work, isn’t it?”

I scratched my cheek. “Mostly. I just feed it magic. He keeps himself in that form. Though, I can shift him. Say, make him larger.”

I swelled Cyam until his crown touched the ceiling and then his soul resisted growing further, likely some instinct on his head touching the ceiling was resisting me.

“Or I can just make it a part of him.” I transformed Shadow Cyam into a giant hoof the size of the table.

“Still a part of him. Can you try and make him into a bird?” My mother glanced out the windows to the gulls in the bay.

I glanced at Cyam and pushed on the mental image of him becoming a bird. Be one with the bird in your soul, Cyam! I grunted with the strain. The shadowy horse turned my way and tilted his head before a pair of wings replaced his ears and flapped gently a few times.

I couldn’t hold in the laugh that bubbled up out of me. “You look ridiculous, Cyam.”

The horse stomped his hooves and snorted at me, wiggling his wing-ears a few more times before he shook his head and they returned to ears without me holding the image.

“I see.” My mother was watching us carefully. “His sense of self and your sense of him are both quite strong. Can you make him float?”

That request was an easy one. He was made of my magic, and I didn’t think he weighed much.

Shadow Cyam floated in the air as his hooves started flailing without the ground under them. I did my best to imagine his hooves contacting something in the air, helping Cyam find his footing. He stopped throwing his hooves around before he started prancing in a circle above us.

“If you can keep that up, you’ll have a very powerful spell indeed.” My mother watched Cyam with a smile.

I got the feeling it had less to do with Cyam directly and more to do with something she was remembering fondly. Realizing that she was lost in nostalgia, likely about my father, I dipped my head and excused myself.

“Goodnight, mother.”

Cyam receded into my shadow. My good boy would follow me even if I didn’t tug on his magic or soul. My kindness and attachment to the horse seemed like it would pay me back several fold.

I almost got to the door without my mother saying anything back.

“Love you, my son. Your father would be proud of you.”

Her words hit me like a hammer. I held onto the door to keep myself upright as tears threatened to pour out of my eyes.

“Love you too and… thanks.” I hurried out of the room.
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Hecate glanced at the young man who was barely holding himself together before glancing back at Gwen. “His father had abilities like this?”

“Yes. But you should know. This ability of his to touch on the soul, that’s what you gave their family, is it not?” Gwen’s smile faded to a hard line as she stared back at Hecate. “Yet you were surprised to see it within him.”

Hecate met the woman’s eyes. A goddess was not going to be intimidated by anybody. “Yes. That level of manipulation of the soul was far outside my expectations for him. Even your husband’s line found such abilities difficult.”

Gwen steepled her fingers and glanced away from her. “That’s fine.” Her chair rotated back to the bay windows. “My son is growing powerful. Do not interfere with his growth. When he’s ready, I’ll let him spread his wings.”

“You just gave a man who has a penchant for trouble the ability to fly.” Hecate couldn’t help but smile as she pointed out the woman’s flaw in logic.

Arden was most certainly going to get himself in trouble with his shadow horse.

Conflict once again arose in the capricious goddess. Twenty years ago, she had been ready to destroy his entire family line, but when she’d awoken and thought they were truly gone, she’d experienced a deep loss she hadn’t expected.

Now that his magic had awoken and the line continued, Hecate was suddenly conflicted. Arden was not like the others. The boy had surprised her. And now he carried her statue with him and was slowly restoring her power.

Hecate had gone from wanting to destroy his entire line, his entire world, to wanting to see him thrive. It was such a shift that, even at times, Hecate questioned her own sanity. Then again, the gods weren’t known for their logical thinking. Power did that to someone, it erased the need for reason and allowed one to follow their whims.

“What do you think of the ladies?” Hecate asked the question largely to get outside her own head and the current topic.

“They’re perfect. Well, except for the spy from Carmilla. She is possibly a problem. But knowing what she is, we can watch for communications. Them being isolated in the mountain will solve most of that,” Gwen explained.

“I think she’s working both sides,” Hecate commented having heard the woman’s prayers. The woman was a depraved individual. She was also the kind that Hecate had come to know best during her time as a goddess—those who had little they wanted, but what they did have, they would throw away for power.

Hecate thought for a moment, wondering if she would have to communicate directly with the woman when there was time.

“Interesting.” Gwen rocked slowly in her chair, a motion she’d become prone to making when she was thinking. “Either way, I have paperwork to attend to. Send one of the house staff to get me what I need. You can run off and do whatever it is you do at night.”

Hecate smirked. “I do not need your permission. This is but a ruse.”

“One that I’m keeping up.” Gwen rolled back away from the window and passed Hecate. “As long as you aren’t working against me or my son, I don’t care.”

Hecate waited for Gwen to leave the room before she stared like she could see across the country. Then she stepped into the shadows, appearing next in a clear, wooded area that had been leveled by a powerful conflict.

The corpse of a middle-aged man was preserved in the snow, his eyes blank while a corrupted danced around his body trying to snatch something out of the air.

Hecate scoffed and scooped up the vengeful soul that had refused to venture far from its dead body.

The corrupted turned to her and lunged. It was fast, too fast.

Hecate blocked it with a cord of darkness that transformed into a dozen chains. “Ah. I see. You are Martin’s experiment. Humans. Their incessant need to progress can create interesting things.”

The soul of the corrupted was fragmented such that it could pierce and absorb the souls of others. Yet it required physical contact to do so, and the method was crude to say the least. Absorbing unrefined souls would always end poorly. It would twist the mind with incompatible parts, yet it was an interesting concept.

Hecate ripped the soul out of the corrupted for study before she took it and the vengeful soul and put them in her shadow much as she’d seen Arden do, but with far more control. They wouldn’t be able to affect the world outside of them without her allowing them to do so.

“Thank you. I’ll even bury you.” She moved the earth. She didn’t need to use her sphere. Instead, she used her soul to directly control the world. That was how she, once a mortal witch, had grown powerful enough to become a god.

Soon the Elder Mage’s body was deep enough in the ground that no one would disturb it. The corrupted’s body quickly decomposed without its soul holding the mess of flesh together.

Hecate smiled. She would play with Martin’s creations and the vengeful soul. It was time for Hecate to begin her ascent back to godhood.


Chapter 2


Isquinted at the early sun peeking through the blinds. It was too soon for the sun to be coming up. It felt like I’d just gone to sleep.

Emlyn lay on me, snoring softly. Her beautiful chestnut hair was out of its normal braid and splayed over my chest. Her incredibly kissable, pink lips were resting slightly parted on my chest, drawing my attention.

I thought about whether I should wiggle out from under her; she was a heavy sleeper. But I took the moment to take in her beautiful face.

Her bright, blue eyes peeked open. “A girl might get shy if you stare at her for too long.”

I barked a laugh. “You? Shy? The day I see it, I’ll believe it.”

“Ass.” She smacked my chest and rolled off of me with a superhuman grace, like she was walking down a set of stairs rather than a tumbling maneuver. “Sometimes I can enjoy being a dainty girl. Play along.”

She had a fresh set of her leather armor in her hands and was checking on her bluesteel sword.

“Uh huh. Pretty sure you could toss me over the house. Somehow, you anchors never quite pull off dainty.” I followed her move, getting out of bed much less gracefully as I grabbed my own leathers. We’d need them for the trip back up the mountain this morning.

“What about Maribelle?” Emlyn asked.

I looked over, noting that there was just the smallest bit of jealousy tinting her tone.

“The woman who got in a bare-fisted boxing match with a bear and came out on top? That’s dainty to you? One of us has the word wrong.” I shook my head in disbelief.

“Well, she’s short and…” Emlyn made a round motion.

“Stacked?” I finished for her.

“You said it, not me,” Emlyn teased.

“Well, when her chest is bigger than her head, I think it’s a fact and not an opinion.” I finished getting dressed and looked around for my own weapon, which was pretty much decorative. Magic served me far better than a short sword, even better when I didn’t make everything a nose.

“You need to do something about her, by the way.” Emlyn went over to a mirror in my room and started to braid her hair over her shoulder.

“What does ‘something’ entail?” I hummed in question as I sat down and started to squeeze my feet into my boots. As I pulled them on, I noticed that there was a hole in the side.

I clicked my tongue and pulled the pair back off to get a better look at the edges to see how bad it was. “We might be able to get these repaired, but I should get a new pair before we head back up the mountain. Last thing I need is to injure my feet while we are hiking.”

Emlyn turned and gave me a funny look. “Last I remember, you just floated on a sheet of ice.”

“I think I’ll ride Cyam this time.” I smiled, happy memories of riding my horse popping into my mind.

Emlyn deadpanned. She was still a little weirded out by my shadow horse. “Fine, we’ll get you some new boots. It’s a good opportunity for all of us to go shopping anyway. I’m sure the others will have some things they need,” Emlyn stated.

I put the boots back on. They would have to work for the moment. “Why aren’t boots self-healing like your armor? You’d think feet would be important for a soldier.”

Emlyn shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m just a not-dainty brute who kills things, remember?”

I noted that she seemed to have held onto that comment, which only made me want to double down.

“Ah. Right.” I chuckled. “Maribelle might know.”

Sure enough, I earned a glare that I soaked in.

It was always fun to get a reaction out of Emlyn, and she did the same to me. Some might think it was weird, but we were just that comfortable with each other.

“She might take payment in you chasing her down. Again, you can’t change the subject. She’s getting more… intense.”

I sat with a raised eyebrow, waiting for more.

“It feels like a pot left over the fire. She’s going to boil over if you don’t stick something in it and stir her up a bit.”

“Yeah…” I finished getting ready and stood. “Let’s avoid that conversation for now. Diving into her soul is… interesting.”

“Uh huh.” Emlyn made a face. “I’m sure having someone like that completely obsessed with you is so hard.”

“You should know exactly how that feels,” I teased, only to dodge a flying pillow.

Emlyn huffed and led the way out of my room, hand on the pommel of her sword as she took her role as my anchor very seriously. She stepped out and stopped, her nose twitching in the air.

“Someone made pancakes.” She sniffed again. “Blueberry?”

I stopped short and raised an eyebrow. “Part dog now?”

“I seem to recall you liking it when I’m on all fours,” she laughed. “Though, I think I’m more of a wolf. I do take your wolf sphere quite a bit.”

“If you start howling at the moon, warn me,” I joked. But we grew quiet as we thought about the concept of one of us becoming a corrupted was painfully fresh with what we’d just dealt with.

Sadly, it would be me howling at the moon, not her.

She led us down to the dining room where Maribelle was humming and serving out blueberry pancakes to the rest of our group.

“Morning.” Maribelle tilted her head slightly with a too sweet smile.

The head tilt made her tight, blonde curls fall down her shoulder. Today she had bows in her hair, one on each side of her head. Rather than the standard anchor uniforms that the rest wore, hers was styled more like a maids outfit, complete with a skirt, yet made out of the same treated monster hide that allowed her to use her magic to reinforce it.

I thought the outfit was slightly impractical with how much skin she was showing, but with all the life magic she constantly took from me, she could probably survive having her heart ripped out.

Anything short of her losing her head would just heal, and the collar of her outfit had brass sewn into it.

“Do you like the bows?” she asked, completely comfortable with me watching her.

“They make you seem… innocent?” I wasn’t quite sure if that was the word for it; she was anything but innocent.

Maribelle blushed and held her arms tightly to her chest as she turned slightly away.

“All the better for you to chase her down,” Emlyn whispered, understanding better than me before clearing her throat and speaking up. “Ard needs some new boots, so we are going to take a detour into the city before we head up.”

“Is that wise?” Zuri asked, looking up. “My brothers probably have someone looking for you.”

I blinked. I had sort of forgotten about her brothers and our future duel. “Right. Well, we’ll deal with it if they come. Our priority is accomplishing the mission we’ve been sent here to complete. We have to find the corrupted.”

Emlyn snorted as she sat down and took the offered plate from Maribelle. “Yeah. We’ll work on that.”

“You keep brushing them off and they’ll try to publicly shame you,” Aurelia warned. The redhead’s hair shone thanks to the morning sun coming through the window.

The signature Virel hair color really did look like a manticore. I wondered if I could send back to the capital with a request to get my manticore coats delivered.

My mind began wandering.

“Ard, you have to take this seriously.” Emlyn knew me all too well. She was aware that my mind had been drifting.

“Yeah, of course. I will just brush them off and get away without letting them make too big of a scene. Worst case scenario, I ride away on Cyam. I bet he’s even faster now.”

Emlyn’s forehead hit her hand with her elbow on the table hard enough to make the silverware rattle. “Anyone else want to try talking sense into him?”

“You should just reschedule the duel.” Aurelia took a drink of water.

I leaned on my hand and thought about it. “They are always pushing me to do it. With Cyam’s shadow, I should be able to compete.”

“A little practice with it would go a long way.” Zuri added.

I nodded, it was a rather new ability. “Then somewhere public?”

“Like the next ball?” Emlyn suggested.

I groaned and put my head in my hands. “Maybe something else?”

“A ball would be perfect. There are probably some here in Faylin, even if they aren’t as frequent.” Zuri was already planning.

I held my hand up. “This all assumes they’ll spot us and start something.”

Everybody in the room stared back at me without any humor.

“It doesn’t hurt to plan,” Zuri said defensively.

“Best laid plans don’t survive contact with the enemy,” I shot back.

“Having a plan to start is always better,” Zuri was adamant.

Maribelle laid down more pancakes loudly in front of Zuri. “Well then, you plan, and we let our mage relax.” She gave Zuri a stiff smile that promised repercussions if the conversation continued.

“Yes, we should enjoy your cooking. It is delicious by the way.” Emlyn smiled around a mouthful of food, eager to praise Maribelle.

Aurelia was inspecting each of the berries.

I watched her slowly turning and smelling each berry, like Maribelle would poison them. But to be fair, after seeing inside her soul, that was a very real possibility. Best not to even put that joke out into the world.

Breakfast went quiet as we all ate. Maribelle kept filling my plate and even taking note of how much butter and syrup I used to start preparing the plate for me.

“He’s going to get fat if you keep that up,” Aurelia said, finally breaking the silence. The rest of them had already finished.

“He needs all the energy he can get.” Maribelle was all smiles.

I patted my stomach. “I think if you give me any more, I might just need you all to roll me up the mountain.”

“Very well.” Maribelle hummed as she took away my cutlery and plate.

“Sometimes, she terrifies me,” Emlyn muttered under her breath.

I groaned as I got to my feet. My stomach suddenly felt far more stuffed as I stood. I wondered if it was like what Beth must have felt like with twins in her stomach.

“Try and hold back in the future,” Aurelia said. “Last thing we need is for you to be unable to get out of trouble because you are waddling.”

“That’s what you all are for, is it not?” I shot back. She was in a mood for some reason. “Let's go walk this off. Maribelle, you can leave the dishes for the house staff,” I called into the kitchen. There was no way I was sitting back down; I didn’t think I’d get back up for a short while if I sat.

Those pancakes were delicious and a certain anchor would love to make me immobile just so she could take care of me.

Maribelle skipped out of the kitchen with a giant smile. “I’m glad you liked my food. Why don’t you reward me with a little magic?” She picked up my hand and laid a soft, wet kiss on the back of it.

I opened up the sphere of the serpent in my soul and dumped both life and death magic into her.

Magic was paired; a mage couldn’t use one without its opposite. Thus, mages needed an anchor to take their excess magic. Otherwise, it would sit in their soul and corrode their sphere until they became corrupted.

These ladies were all my anchors. Mages typically had one anchor for each sphere, but it was more of a tradition than a hard requirement. Certainly, many broke the rule just because they wanted more.

“Wonderful.” Maribelle pulled her lips away with a wet smack. “Let’s get going. I asked one of the staff where the best cobbler in the city was.”

“Way ahead of me. Thank you, Maribelle.” I hadn’t gotten that far. “You ladies need anything else?” I asked as I headed for the door.

Emlyn moved ahead of me, her hand resting lightly on the pommel of her sword as she went to the front door first and opened it, checking outside before waving me out. “I’ll window shop while we go.”

Aurelia and Zuri orbited around me while Maribelle stuck close.

“Hair clip,” Aurelia said.

I glanced at her.

“What?” The manticore of a woman scowled. “This hair gets in the way all the time.”

“It’s lovely hair,” Zuri said. “Many are jealous of the Virel red.”

“It’s exotic,” Maribelle agreed.

Aurelia looked to me to comment.

“It makes you different,” I tried, only for her to roll her pretty blue eyes.

“Different.” She muttered. “Either way, it can be a little unruly. A clip would be nice given how strong the winds were in the mountains.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” I nodded along. “Want me to make one from stone?” I lifted my hand as we walked outside and made something in the shape of a clip from a rock on the path.

All of them looked at me like I was a complete idiot.

“Or not.”

“A woman needs something to be a little more thoughtful,” Maribelle whispered to me. “Also, pretty.”

I nodded, but I didn’t respond. A stone clip seemed fine if she just needed to keep it out of her face. I mean we’d be in the mountains. It wasn't like we’d be in front of many people.

Sometimes, women were a complete mystery to me.

“Which way?” Emlyn asked Maribelle.

“Head towards the masts from here and turn right after the fish market until you get to the central square. Head towards the regent’s keep and you can’t miss it on your right,” Maribelle recited the directions.

Emlyn nodded and led the way.

The hour was early enough that I had expected the port city to be quiet, but it seemed that this city was different from the capital. Already in the early morning, ships were arriving, and one was already dropping its sails to head back out to sea. Workers moved around, largely carrying barrels and boxes under the watchful gazes of better dressed men.

The port and streets were dirtier than the capital, though the constant scent of sulfur I’d smelled last time was muted right now, with saltwater lapping at the docks.

“High tide,” Maribelle said as if reading my mind. “It’s the low tide that causes the stench.”

“Ah. Thank you.” It was nice to have my curiosity settled. “It’s incredible.”

The port came into view around the last few buildings. The morning sun reflected off the water while people worked.

“It’s a little grungy,” Aurelia said.

“Hard work might not be pretty, but there’s something to admire in it,” I refuted.

To me, all the dock workers made the scene, rather than some glorified painting in the capital that never really showed the common person. Those paintings were always of dramatic scenes or pretty landscapes, while the working class was removed from memory, hidden behind the canvas.

“Think I could get someone to paint the docks for me?” I asked. “It would be a lovely thing to remind me of this trip.”

“I’ll take note,” Maribelle said dutifully.

Back when I had been working and living in the tavern, I had all sorts of knick knacks that were memories of events. One was from when I had watched a northman crush a pewter stein with his bare hands to stop a fight.

The idea of a northman carried my thoughts in a new direction. “How do you think Melida is doing?” I asked Zuri.

“We could send a letter,” she offered.

“That would be nice. I’ll have to write it when we are at the fort and send it when we get back,” I said aloud to help myself remember.

“Somehow, our errand is spawning more work than it’s solving,” Emlyn teased. “Let’s get moving; I see the fish market.”

I smelled the market before I saw it. Already, there were dozens of stalls opening up. There were big troughs filled with snow getting fish packed into them, and shoppers were already appearing and starting to look through the wares for the best catches of the day.

Our group stuck out like a sore thumb. Four anchors and a mage in kingdom blues had people moving out of our way in a hurry. Emlyn’s stance was imposing, and people were taking one look at her before stepping closer to the stalls.

A child ran out from between the stalls shouting while carrying a fish the size of a dinner plate over his head. “Mom! Mom! Look!”

The boy wasn’t watching where he was going and ran head first into Emlyn’s leg. His prized fish fell from his hands towards the ground.

“Catch it,” I called out to Maribelle.

My anchor shot forward faster than an arrow, soft glowing light surrounding her skin as she used life magic to enhance herself and catch the fish by its tail fin just in time to stop it from hitting the ground.

The boy was on the ground, mortified as he stared up at Emlyn before turning towards Maribelle who had appeared next to him. His mouth was agape and eyes were wide as he stared at the beautiful and terrifying anchors.

I walked over and held out a hand. “She’s beautiful, but she’s taken, kid.” I tried to lighten the mood with a joke.

But the joke was completely ruined when his mother came screaming over. “My lords. I’m so sorry; he’s just a boy. He wasn’t watching where he was going.”

I stared at her. “Of course he’s just a boy. There’s no harm done… would other mages have done something?” My tone turned a little dangerous at the end before I cut myself off and forced a smile. “In fact, I think he was right, this is an incredible catch. How about I buy this?”

The mother swallowed. “Take it. Consider it a gift.”

“No no,” I tsked.

When she winced at the noise, I really wanted to punch the mages that normally inhabited the city. I turned my attention to the boy. “How about… two copper for this one?”

“Two c-copper?” he stammered.

Fish was decently pricey far away from the port. Here fish was probably cheaper than bread, especially if even kids could cast a pole and hook one.

But I was going to stick to the price. “Yeah. This one is a beauty. I haven’t seen a fish this tasty looking in a long time.” I reached into my pouch and felt around, feeling more silvers and gold than coppers.

Damnit, who knew that one day I’d be frustrated with all my gold. Oh well, a good problem to have.

Maribelle saw my trouble and held out two coppers to the boy. “Would you be able to clean and wrap this for us?” Maribelle handed the fish to the woman.

“Mom! Let me. It’s my first customer.” The boy bounced on the balls of his feet with so much excitement.

“Carl, it’s an important customer.”

I waved her worried away. “It’s fine. Come on, Carl. Lead us back to your stall and let's settle up.”

“Right this way, mister…” He hesitated.

“Aldis. I’m Arden Aldis. My mother and I just arrived here a few days ago,” I told the boy.

The crowd seemed to let out a breath of relief as the matter was settled. There were more smiles as people still got out of our way but in less of a hurry as Carl led us back to his mother’s stall, which must have been in the process of being put up.

“Aurelia, Zuri, help her set up? We took a little time from her routine and I’m sure that she’s going to have some business soon.” I also felt bad that people were passing her stall while we were there.

Neither of them complained and quickly started pulling snow from a crate and putting it in the trough, leaving the woman to handle the fish.

“I haven’t heard the Aldis name much around here.” The woman made conversation as the boy used a box to lay out his tools with a determination to clean his sale.

Maribelle was waiting patiently like a true customer for him to finish.

“My mother is Gwen Aldis,” I added.

The woman paused in the middle of bending over. “Now that name is one I didn’t expect to hear again. People said she lost her husband and her son was missing. She packed up and the Aldis family slowly waned over the years here.” She eyed me up and down.

I shrugged. “Yeah, I’m that son. Long story, but I’m back. And my mother is back in good health, even if she rolls around rather than walking now.”

The woman cocked an eyebrow waiting for me to continue.

It was Emlyn who spoke up. “If you see a mage in a wheeled chair, that’s her.”

“Ah. I didn’t know that was a thing. I thought the mages could even regrow limbs,” the woman said, making talk and stealing glances at her son to check on his progress.

Carl was having trouble focusing on the fish as he kept trying to steal glances at Maribelle and blushing.

I sighed. “It’s a long story. By the way…” I leaned in, seeing Aurelia was occupied for the moment. “Do you know anywhere around here where I could buy a pretty girl a hair clip?”


Chapter 3


“What are we going to do with the fish?” Maribelle asked, walking with the prize wrapped in a waxy paper so the smell didn’t get on her clothes.

“I have no clue,” I admitted, much to Emlyn’s amusement.

She chuckled to herself. “We’ll cook it for lunch once we are on the road.”

Maribelle sighed and held onto the package as we kept following the original directions. The further we got from the docks, the nicer the buildings became. Most of them had awnings now and clear signs.

“What was the name again?” I asked Maribelle, not even sure if we’d gotten it in the first place.

“The Sure Step.” She scanned the stores.

There were no longer stalls cluttering the roadside. Instead, every business was neatly tucked away in their own building. But rather than wealthy patrons moving about, I mostly saw servants in house livery.

“They don’t even do their own shopping? How will they know if clothing will fit?” I huffed, seeing the situation.

“There’s this fantastical thing called measurements.” Emlyn spread her hands out in wonder. “You see, they take—” She couldn’t keep it up and started laughing.

“Oh. There it is.” Maribelle pointed to a shop as a customer entered. It was a quaint little place with a bright red door. A pair of boots were laced together and neatly hung as a knocker.

Emlyn led the way, opening the door for Aurelia to move in with the prowl of a predator. There was a surprised squawk from inside the door before Emlyn nodded for me to follow.

Gone were the days when I went through any door first. My anchors had to make sure every new situation was going to be safe. I respected them enough to not make their job any more difficult than it was already.

There was a sales lady inside. She was done up with a little too much makeup, talking to the man who had entered before us. “Weapons don’t belong in the store.”

“I’m a walking weapon, so how am I supposed to get a pair of boots?” I smiled at her and pulled my mages medallion from inside my shirt. “Don’t mind my anchors; they are quite protective of me.”

Zuri leaned by the doorway while Aurelia put herself between me and the other customer while Emlyn stood in case someone came out of the backroom.

“What is the commotion?” a gruff voice said from the back and a giant of a man stormed his way up. Gray was starting to win out in his hair, and he had the scars of a man who’d seen action. “Dear, what is this about weapons?”

The overly made-up lady, hiding her age behind makeup, pointed at Aurelia. In the woman’s defense, Aurelia did look around like she wanted to murder everybody quite frequently.

I wasn’t surprised that she caused a commotion. I would be scared too if a manticore walked into my shop. “Don’t mind Aurelia; she just looks fierce.” I went to pat her shoulder but she dodged me.

“A Virel.” The large man stared at Aurelia, then to her sword, and back to me. “You must be her mage.”

I did a half-bow. “That would be my honor. She’s just doing her job. I’m traveling through, headed into the Leviathan Crest. I needed a new pair of boots; mine don’t look like they’ll hold up much longer.”

Glancing down at my boots, he winced. “The threads holding the sole are half broken, and that tear is going to get worse very quickly. It’s right at a stress point.”

I beamed at him. “You must be the guy to talk to about getting a new pair then.” It seemed like he knew exactly what he was talking about.

“Honey, let them through. I’ll see to the mage myself.” He rubbed her shoulder with his giant mitts that were pretending to be hands.

I honestly wondered how he managed a delicate craft like cobbling. His fingers didn’t seem too useful for stitching. But regardless, I followed him back as my anchors collapsed around me.

“Anchors can stay up front,” he said.

A hurricane of tension sprang up from each of my anchors. The sudden shift in atmosphere washed over the store and made the other customer faint while the lady at the counter had to hold onto something lest she fall over too.

Yet the big man just crossed his arms. “Unless you are all going to buy boots too?”

Emlyn glanced at the group and raised her hand. “If that’s what it takes for me to follow him back, then so be it.”

He smirked. “You got some good anchors. Bonded to all four?” he asked.

“None of them,” I answered quickly.

He blinked and reassessed them all. “I’ll take good care of your mage, anchor’s oath.” The man crossed his heart.

It was my turn to be surprised. “You’re an anchor?”

“Was,” He corrected me. “Come on back. Let’s get you out of those rat leather boots.”

“They aren’t that bad,” I huffed, they did come from the village though. I followed him to his workshop in the back.

Emlyn was only a step behind me the whole way, her eyes scanning over everything with intense vigilance. “Why aren’t you an anchor anymore?”

“Washed out after my third mage,” the man who I was guessing was the owner of the shop said, and pulled a stool on wheels up to a bench. Then he put a slanted board between us. “Boots off and I’ll get a look at what I’m working with. Are you going to want these now?”

“Yeah. I need to head into the Crest looking for a corrupted mage,” I said, still interested in the man. “I’m Arden Aldis. What’s your name?”

“No mage, sir, or anything else fancy at the front there?” He chuckled, liking me more by the second. “Bernard. Just Bernard.”

“Well, Berny, I like you a lot already.” I smiled back.

He gave me a hard stare for a long moment before his grin split wider. “Aldis, you say? Thought you all abandoned Faylin a while ago.”

“We’re back, pulling ourselves back up,” I told him.

“What changed?” he asked.

“Gwen Aldis came out of her illness. She’s leading things here,” I answered, not adding myself to the story for the moment.

“Makes sense. Her name still lingered when I got my start, but that was after Harry disappeared with their kid.” He gave me a long look. “You know, you look a lot like Harry.”

“You knew him?” I couldn’t keep the ruse up and leaned forward.

The man smirked and lifted my foot before putting a stack of leather under it. Then he grabbed a thin scalpel, taking a moment to shoot Emlyn a pacifying gesture before he moved the scalpel closer to cut the leather around the base of my foot. “Yeah. I had a mage that was friends with him for a while.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Love. Isn’t that always the answer?” he teased before the corners of his smile drooped slightly and his tone dropped. “Or lack thereof.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m afraid you are going to have to explain that one a little more to me. Grew up in a village at the Zenovian border; only really dabbled around in polite society for a few months.”

Emlyn chuckled.

“Alright, I haven’t been so polite to polite society. And rather than dabble, you might use a more vigorous word,” I said.

“Exploded. Crashed,” Emlyn offered.

“That.” I waved in her direction.

Bernard looked at us both curiously. “You aren’t what I’d expect at all.” He focused back on cutting through the leather and then taking several more pieces and beginning to measure my foot. “Well, when you talk about anchors and mages, you think about all the balls that the Enclave hosts. It’s not just social parties for the rich elite… well, maybe that’s a big part of it. But with eight anchors to every mage, it’s about finding your partner or partners.

“I served three mages during my time as an anchor. It wasn’t bad, don’t get me wrong, but in the end, I never loved one of them. Nor them me.” He glanced off into the distance.

“Without intimacy, the transfer of magic is less,” I offered.

He chuckled. “That, and also I was filling a slot that could be taken up by someone they did love and could eventually bond with. I don’t fault the mages for always searching for the anchor they’ll bond with. A bond is a powerful thing and helps both parties.”

I understood much better. “If you aren’t making a bond, then you’re always an inferior anchor compared to what they could build.” It all made sense to me, and I frowned as I realized his failed luck had caused him to have to stop being an anchor.

“Don’t feel bad for me,” Bernard chuckled. “I saved up enough to buy this place. There was a simple joy in repairing saddle bags, boots, shoes. I’d have become a tailor but…” He held up his giant hands. “They don’t work nicely with cloth.”

“Surprised they work for leather,” I admitted.

“It's about the order you do it in so that I’m not trying to stick my hands into the foot of a boot while I thread them.” He wrapped more leather around my foot and ankle, cutting it away with the sharp scalpel.

I noticed the faint glow of magic on the blade and its faint bluish tint. It wasn’t the quality of the bluesteel weapons that my anchors held, but the razor blade was definitely made of bluesteel.

“Do you need some magic?” I asked.

“Hmm.” He was focused. “I wouldn’t say no. It isn’t as if I have a mage to charge me up all the time.”

I wondered if that was part of why he was willing to give me personal service.

“Yet, talking about love and bonds, I couldn’t help but notice that you have four that look like they’d kill for you.”

“We would,” Emlyn reminded him that she was in the room.

He glanced at her necklace, a clear courting gift. “Aye. That’s how I knew he was a good man and a good mage. I’ll take what magic you are willing to give me.”

“Which affinity? Your choice,” I chuckled, knowing that it was going to confuse him a little.

He gave me a quizzical expression. “That’s not exactly how it works.” His eyes shifted to Emlyn. “I’ll take the earth side of your wolf sphere.”

Emlyn’s smirk stretched her lips. “No, you get to choose the sphere and the side.”

He blinked, looking back at me with squinted eyes that slowly grew wider as I held up my hand.

A little ball of earth formed, floating above my hand. Then a chunk of ice formed, followed by my hand glowing with the gold radiance of life magic, and finally a ball of darkness joined the display.

“F-f-f” Bernard, despite the veteran that he was, couldn’t quite process what he was seeing.

“Ard’s a four-sphere mage,” Emlyn finished for the big veteran. “First in a thousand years, or so we’re told.”

The big man rocked back in his seat. The project of working on my boots was quickly forgotten. “Well, I’ll be damned. House Aldis is going to be on the rise.” He glanced at Emlyn and must have marked her for a commoner like himself. “How’d you get through all the noble women that must be lining up?”

“We grew up together,” I answered. “In the village where my father went missing and left me.” I shrugged. “The others I’ve met along the way. House Virel is close to Aldis, and I’ve been saddled with the manticore wearing human skin in your lobby.”

He chuckled. “They are as fierce as a manticore, and as I’ve seen, Virels hold up their reputation. Most mages see that red hair and turn real nice all of a sudden to the anchors. The joke is that they put a little wooden sword in their hand fresh out of the womb. Training starts then.” Benard got over his surprise and went back to working on the boots, switching to my other foot and folding leather over my foot to size me up. “I understand the protectiveness a little more.”

“That’s just Emlyn.” I shrugged. “She’s been good at keeping me both grounded and with my head still on my shoulders. Speaking of, there wouldn’t be any places with ice cream around here, would there be?”

The cobbler glanced at me. “There’s plenty of snow in the Crest that people would use to make some, and milk comes through the pass plentifully enough.” He thought for a moment longer. “There has to be an ice cream place here in the city. It’s just not something I frequent. If you ask my wife on your way out, I’d bet she knows.”

“You stay holed up here in your shop most of the time?” I knew the type.

He grinned. “When you are your own boss, it’s pretty hard to slack off. Speaking of, I don’t suppose you could give me some life magic?” He hesitated.

While he worked, I put a hand on his shoulder. There was no intimacy between us, and I wasn’t going to do more than that touch, so it was a painfully slow trickle of life magic into him.

Yet even that made the veteran anchor sigh in relief. “Fuck, my joints needed that.”

“I’ll keep it flowing. I assume you’ll take a little while to finish?” I asked.

“After I finish her measurements, you two can go find the ice cream and I’ll be done by the time you get back.” Bernard’s face was gaining a little more color as he used the life magic on himself.

I would probably have to sit with him for a long time to top him up, but doing it while he finished cutting the leather for my boots and then Emlyn’s would probably get him a quarter or halfway. “I’ll see if any of the others need boots too. Can’t really have too many good pairs of boots.”

I liked him and would be happy to give him more business.

“As a cobbler, I’d have to agree wholeheartedly,” he chuckled and finished the foot he was working on. Then he sat back, breaking the connection between us. I appreciated that he was that focused on the task at hand.

He moved and laid out the pieces that he cut on a workbench in a neat order. “Alright, miss. You are up next.”

I hopped down from the chair and moved around behind him, putting a hand on his shoulder and continuing to transfer more magic into him. He shook his head, clearly thinking I would be done after what I had given him.

“Do you want boots, or something else?” he asked.

“Boots’ll be fine. I’m not going to a ball anytime soon.” Emlyn smirked and glanced at me.

I shrugged and agreed that I would do my damndest to avoid any ball.

“I have high heels if you ever need to get ball ready.” He gestured to a rack of brightly colored and impractical shoes. They didn’t even cover the whole foot, how were they supposed to offer protection from the weather and the ground cover?

“Those are wonderful…” Emlyn hesitated.

On second thought, if that was her reaction… “Size her for some.” I decided we could spend the money. Well, my house’s money. “Question for while you work: why don’t you make boots from magical leather like our uniforms?”

Benard had his head down, working on Emlyn’s feet, cutting an extra sole for the high heels. “The kind of monster hide the armor is made of is too stiff. For armor, it's not too bad. You can have a little extra slack to bend at the elbow or the shoulder. Yet, the ankle needs a full range of motion. You’d need special monster hide to make those kind of boots.”

“Like what? We are going into the mountains and I’ll keep an eye out. I want the best for my anchors.”

“I understand why they are so fierce about protecting you.”

“He’s a treasure,” Emlyn agreed and I smiled at her. “When he doesn’t try to make ice cream.”

I sighed. Of course she would bring that up in front of my new friend.
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“She said it’s down this way.” Emlyn led our group after they had all gotten sized for a pair of high heels.

Really, I had no idea they’d all be so interested. Then again, I saw Emlyn and Maribelle try on some of the ones he had in the back. I had to admit, heels really did make their legs seem so much more appealing.

It was almost unfair.

“We must be close.” I pointed out a couple walking with what appeared to be bright yellow ice cream.

Emlyn turned the corner, and her smile lit up bright enough that I knew we must have found it.

Sure enough, there was a quaint shop with a handful of tables out front. Even in the brisk weather, there were plenty of people sitting outside slowly eating the custard like dessert. More than a few of the groups were softly closing their eyes with each taste like it was as good as sex.

“Please sit, sir.” Maribelle pulled out a chair for me and folded her hands in her lap.

Emlyn gave me a look, reminding me of our earlier conversation. I needed to do something about Maribelle before she boiled over. Yet I couldn’t do anything in public. It wasn’t something for the public eye.

So, I dutifully sat on the chair and held Maribelle’s hand. “Thank you for all your help.”

“My pleasure. Now rest. I’ll go get a sampling of flavors for the table.” She bounced a bag of coins in her hands as she hummed and waltzed into the store.

All around me, people were watching the young mage with four anchors. It helped that the houses of Zuri and Aurelia came with a fair amount of prestige. Having those two anchors was stirring up a fair amount of gossip.

“If my brothers are in the city, they will hear and come running,” Zuri warned me again.

If they showed up, I would deal with it. Despite their reminders, it had been on my mind. Like I’d let anyone force one of my anchors away from me. As a last resort, I could always send Maribelle after them in the dead of night. Pretty sure they wouldn’t be a problem then.

It was better for Zuri to stop worrying than to keep talking about it.

I waved away the concern. “It’s fine. Emlyn wanted ice cream, and I thought I’d have a chance to see if this stuff is better than what I made that one time.” I looked again at the happy faces around me. “It’s hard to believe, but possible.”


Chapter 4


“Wow. This tastes really good.” I ate the first ice cream sample that Maribelle had brought out.

She had six little spoons laid out on a plate in front of me. And she hadn’t brought anything for the rest of the ladies.

“Want to try one?” I offered Emlyn.

“I’ll just get some strawberry.” She pointed at the pink ice cream.

I had already ruled that one out due to its color. I wasn’t going to be walking around with a pink, fruity flavor.

Instead, I tried the almond one first and was quite impressed. The added flavor was certainly a cut above my own creation. But as a child in a small village, I didn’t have near the quality of ingredients a shop in the city would have. Almonds were largely an import.

That was the real flaw. For making villager ice cream, I had done damned well. Yet it was fun to needle Emlyn.

“Yeah, I think what I made before is better than the strawberry. It’s just like mixing jam in milk and freezing it.” I shrugged it off and tried the white one that I figured was plain.

My eyes popped open in surprise. “What’s this?”

It was sweet, creamy, yet a little floral. It tasted like some sort of butter flower. There was just a very hint of spice at the end that counterbalanced the floral notes and made it all shine in the contrast.

“Vanilla,” Maribelle answered. “Some would call it plain ice cream.”

“There is nothing plain about it,” I countered.

Zuri was chuckling while Aurelia scowled from where she was standing guard.

“What about you, Zuri? What’s your favorite?”

“The peach flavor is best.”

“Yuck. More fruit.” I made a face and glanced at Aurelia. “You? Wait, don’t tell me. You like bloody flavor. Do they make a blood flavor?”

“They do not,” Maribelle answered my question seriously.

Aurelia glared at me. “I like vanilla.”

“Oh. Me too,” I spoke as if I hadn’t just been taunting her. The woman was wound tighter than Ol’ Simon’s hand around his beer mug in a crowd. The drunk wouldn’t dare spill a drop.

Aurelia needed to loosen up. That and figure out what she wanted.

“Okay, Vanilla for Aurelia, Peach for Zuri, Strawberry for Emlyn. What about you, Mari?” I shortened her name.

The nickname proved to be the right move as she beamed a smile at me. “You’re going to get a double serving and let me have some of it. I don’t care what flavor it is.”

I smiled, glad that she could still do some normal, cute things. Not just the deep, scary obsession things.

“I’ll have a double serving of almond. As my maid, your hands will be full. Feel free to take some of my ice cream if you want.” I turned it around into my idea.

“As you wish, sir.” Maribelle curtsied and walked with a skip in her step back into the shop.

Emlyn raised an eyebrow at me.

I could only shrug. “Alright, after this, we are going to swing by the open market before heading back to pick up the two pairs of boots. The heels will take longer and should be at the estate when we get back.”

“What’s in the market?” Aurelia frowned.

I smiled. “Wait and see.” I knew that digging my hole deeper in order to surprise her wasn’t the best move, but it was the more fun one.

Emlyn sat down in the chair next to me and put her feet up on my armrest. “A lot of people are watching you.”

I glanced at her boots. “And… this is your best move?”

“Honestly, probably not. Yet I’m embracing my inner Ard. We should take this moment to relax, should we not?” Emlyn asked before continuing. “That’s why you aren’t engaging Zuri in talks of what happens when her brothers do show up.”

Sighing, I waved Zuri down. “It’s under control. Your comments have been taken under advisement—”

“That means he’s going to do what he wants anyways, or that he’s setting up to steal your ideas and pretend they were his,” Emlyn translated.

“So helpful,” I commented dryly before giving Zuri my full focus and letting intensity rest in my gaze. “There is nothing that will pull you away from me. Not while I still breathe.” I let the intensity wash away and smiled. “Now, let’s all enjoy our ice cream.”

Maribelle walked back out with a special little wooden tray that held three cones, while a fourth was so over stuffed it would have knocked over the other ones if she tried to put it in the tray. She had that last one in her hand and watched it with intensity while she ignored the others.

She handed Zuri and Aurelia their ice creams and then came over to where Emlyn had her feet up on the side of my chair.

If looks could kill, Emlyn would be at the bottom of the ocean feeding the fishes already. Emlyn cleared her throat and moved her feet before taking the tray and the last ice cream from Maribelle.

The maid smiled and sat on the armrest that Emlyn had been occupying.

“I was saving it for you,” she tried.

“In that case, thank you.” Maribelle smiled brightly. “I need to be close to him if we are going to share this one.” She held out the cone, and I took a lick.

It tasted fantastic.

Maribelle took the cone then and licked the very same spot before offering it back to me to take another lick.

This… this was going to be a thing. I thought about it for a moment and realized she often cleared my plate for the kitchen too.

I licked the spot again. “You know, I think it tasted better like this.” I handed it back to her.

Maribelle’s crazy blue eyes shone as she licked the same spot again.

“You two are so cute,” Emlyn tried to sweeten up Maribelle, for which I was thankful.

Even if they were all ‘my’ anchors, I would hope we’d be more of a family with how much time we were going to spend together.

“Thank you,” Maribelle said between passing the ice cream back and forth.

While we were all eating, Zuri seemed to relax. Aurelia seemed the most ‘on duty’ as she took up a position where she could lean on a wall and watch the crowd passing nearest us.

It was when she tensed up that I knew we had trouble.

Turning to the source of her attention, I found Zuri’s two half-brothers coming our way. The oldest was Zuri’s age, putting him two years above me and the younger was my age. Both of them had their father’s square frames and tall stature.

Two anchors floated behind the younger and one around the older.

That was okay. Everything was going according to my made-up plan.

First, I was going to upset… what were their names again? I panicked. In all of my preparation, I had been joking about forgetting their names before, but this time, I actually did!

My expression at my forgetfulness made the older one smile and emboldened him. “Found you. Are you going to run again?”

I stared back at him. “Run? When did I run? I believe you quite literally ran from our first encounter. Then you refused to accept my challenge until your father encouraged you. Finally, it really took Carmilla sweetening the pot for you to even get the balls to do anything.” I glanced at the anchor behind him. “You know you are going to be replaced by a princess, right?”

“Do not talk around me.” He growled and stormed forward to get into my face.

“Brother, stop.” The younger one at least had some sense and held his brother back.

“Yeah. Number One, stop.” I shook my head and smirked. Forgetting their names had now become part of my plan.

A vein pulsed in his forehead at me not using his name. A moment later, there was a flash of steel. I didn’t see the other end of it until it was too late. The anchor behind Number One drew and was swinging for my head.

Unfortunately for her, I had my own personal manticore.

A flash of fire and flame-red hair checked the anchor aside before Aurelia sent a fire propelled knee into the woman’s gut that doubled her over. Emlyn was next, stripping the woman’s sword and holding it out to stop the rest of their group from making a mistake.

There was probably a lesson in there about best laid plans and I would have loved to rub it in Zuri’s face.

But I took the high road.

“Wow. You just fucked up.” I still stared at Number One, not letting myself be distracted by the attractive women fighting.

His anchor was currently puking her guts out by the shop. Apparently, Aurelia didn’t hold back at all.

“Becca. What was that?!” he shouted at his anchor.

From everything I could glean, the attack was a genuine surprise for both brothers. Though, one of Number Two’s anchors looked less surprised and more disappointed.

Maribelle shared a look with me, having made the same observation and gave me a subtle nod.

Yeah. The attack had Carmilla written all over it. The attack would put us in conflict. All she needed to do was light the spark, which she’d attempted with the anchor.

Unfortunately, it was a half-baked plan. It was like she’d gone so evil lord that she’d stopped trying.

Aurelia looked up from where her sword was resting against the downed woman’s neck. “Give me a reason I shouldn’t behead you for attacking my mage.”

Her sword drew a line of blood as it pressed against the anchor’s throat.

Becca spat at her, and it landed on Aurelia’s boot.

“Don’t.” I stopped any further violence and stood as if the entire scene were all below me. I was fairly proud of my noble-like stance, shoulders back and nose up.

Maribelle did her best impression of a maid serving some high and fancy noble. It really did add quite an effect to have a maid at hand all the time.

“You two came to cause trouble. I don’t mind that. But this was a stretch too far. Leave now before you soil the name of Trevis with this.” I gestured at the crowd in the shop.

Anyone eating in the area would be at least a wealthy merchant. The area was a nice part of the city, and many of the goods being sold were luxury items. These people weren’t those that the brothers would want to look poorly in front of, which was of course all part of my master plan.

Number One gritted his teeth and clenched his fits. I knew instantly that he wasn’t just going to let the situation go so easily. “Listen here.”

“No.” I looked down my nose at him, really upping the noble presence. “You listen.” Damn, the way he froze was satisfying, even if the pretentious stance felt stupid and foreign. It was actually effective. “Given that your anchor just tried to kill me in broad daylight, you won’t dictate the arrangement of our duel. It’ll be decided by me when and where it occurs so that you don’t try something like this again.”

There was a murmuring behind me at the ice cream shop.

Number One’s eyes flicked behind me in realization. They were in a precarious position, and they didn’t have a lot of options at the moment.

“Brother, maybe we should step back… for now.” He threw the last at me in warning.

“Please. We don’t need to shed blood here. It would be messy.” I glanced at Aurelia who flicked her sword away from the downed woman and slid it into her sheath before using the other woman’s clothes to wipe the spit off her boot.

Number Two’s anchors helped the other girl up while he pulled back his brother.

“Both of you should think on this.” Zuri set up like she was going to deliver the killing blow. “I’m ashamed to be from the same family as those who would try to kill another mage over a disagreement. Especially one that could be so vital to our country. You are so bold that you think that you could have gotten away with killing a four-sphere mage?!”

That statement was icing on the cake as the murmurs at the ice cream shop exploded behind us.

“Alright. Let’s get going.” I walked and held out the cone for Maribelle to take her next lick. “I don’t have more time to waste on them. Next time I’m in town, I’ll see you both. For now, I have the job I was assigned to go deal with monsters in the mountains.” I took a satisfying lick from my ice cream as I ignored whatever they may say next and walked away.

Zuri and Emlyn caught up with me while Aurelia brought up the rear.

“They really hate it when you pretend to forget their names,” Zuri said.

I chuckled. “Yeah. That’s why I keep doing it.” I didn’t mention that it wasn’t all entirely a strategy. I really could not remember those idiots’ names. “Also, that went exactly according to plan. Thanks for playing your role, Aurelia. Glad to have you.”

Her eyes flicked to me, still a little fire in them like she wanted to pick a fight. “That was your plan?!” she huffed.

“It really went flawlessly.”

“So, you planned for his anchor to try and kill you?” Emlyn scoffed, clearly not believing me.

“Well, that part was a little more than I expected. Other than that, the whole plan went off without a hitch.”

Zuri frowned. “But that was almost the entire encounter. What else would there be if they hadn’t tried to attack you?”

“Hmm?” I pretended not to hear her. “Yes, that’s correct. You did a fantastic job. Your finishing line of ‘you are an embarrassment to the Trevis name’ was perfect. I knew you’d step up for the final blow.” I let out a whistle as I turned the corner and headed towards the open market.

“He’s pulling one over on you,” Emlyn muttered to Zuri. “There’s no way he planned all of that.”

“Mage Arden is a four-sphere mage and his capabilities are vast.” Maribelle frowned, looking at Emlyn.

I pat Maribelle on the head before offering her more ice cream. “What she said. No plan survives contact with the enemy, thus I had a very loose plan and all of it fell within it.”

“So, me stopping your head from rolling was part of the plan?” Aurelia asked, a frown of confusion on her brow.

“Yep. I know you have my back. Honestly, you are a fiery woman, but very dependable. It is good that you are around to help me. That’s why we are going to get you a reward. I even got directions to a place beforehand knowing that you’d be so useful.” I had no clue that she’d be so useful, but I was on a roll.

Emlyn just sighed and stayed quiet, letting me have my moment. I gave her a giant smile.

“What reward?” Aurelia asked.

“A pretty hair clip for a beautiful woman. We can’t just use something prati— bland like a stone one. It just wouldn’t go with your wonderful hair. Have I mentioned how much I find your hair interesting?” There was never a bad time to butter up the manticore. After all, she was proving pretty useful at keeping me alive.

After the mention of the hair clip, Aurelia was looking thoroughly confused and a blush burned on her cheeks.

I smiled, continuing to follow the directions I’d gotten and letting them fill in around me, scanning for threats. The open market was near the trade district of the city, and the houses became duller and more practical as we got closer.

A cacophony of noise rolled over the rooftops as we neared, and foot traffic increased as people in a muted rainbow of colors moved about in the trade district.

The area wasn’t quite as busy as the sister city of Linfay, but it was a bustling area that only got busier until it opened up into a roaring square with people walking unorderly about while picking out wares and arguing over prices.

“Fifteen coppers. That’s my final offer!” a woman roared at a man less than a foot from her and was leaning in closer to hear her.

I only heard her because of her shrill tone cutting through the air.

“This is where we are going?” Aurelia frowned at the market.

It was so packed that by the time anyone realized there was a group of anchors and tried to get out of the way, the best they could do was not press as hard against us.

Maribelle was at my side with her hand inside her skirt and likely holding a knife. “If you would like in the future, I could come here to retrieve anything.”

“No. No. I’m going to be the one to pick out Aurelia’s reward,” I told them, ignoring the push of the masses around us.

Emlyn raised an eyebrow, asking something that only the two of us could understand. I gave her a subtle nod in answer.

Fashion was not my strong suit.

I glanced at the stall with the shouting lady and then back to Emlyn, who gave me an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Well, that meant we were going further into the market. That vendor’s wares seemed fine enough to me, but Emlyn was the expert.

Continuing forward, I scanned for the next potential stall.


Chapter 5


We had pushed well past the stalls at the front with their colorful banners and sparkling jewelry. Now the stalls were more plain, and the people behind them more eager for a sale.

Emlyn gave me the nod of approval, and I approached the next stall at the market. Unlike some of the others that had quite a bit of glitz and glamor, this one was fairly plain.

I stepped up and looked over the jewelry and small items that they had displayed on the shelf.

“This is?” Zuri glanced through the items.

“Well, since my budget is limited, I thought this place was a nice one to find some courting gifts,” I joked.

Even the woman behind the stall gave me a look.

I paused, realizing why Emlyn had picked this stall. The wares were nice, but not nice enough to be a courting gift. The gesture wouldn’t be misunderstood.

Of course that all took for granted that I wouldn’t put my foot in my mouth. “I’m kidding.”

Everyone relaxed.

“I wouldn’t mind any courting gift from you… but…” Zuri trailed off.

“No, your stupid half-brothers are going to pay for your formal gift. It’ll be that much more pleasing.” I picked up the two hair clips on the stand and held one up to Aurelia’s head.

I made sure to move slowly enough that she wouldn’t reflexively block. Even I knew to be gentle when dealing with wild animals.

“Hmmm.” I pressed one to Aurelia’s hair before switching and looking at the other.

“W-what are you doing?” Aurelia asked a pointless question.

“Pretty obvious. I’m comparing which one will look better on you.” I picked the one that had little aquamarine gems in it. They weren’t quite blue or green, yet they blended really well as a contrast to her hair and somewhat matched her eyes.

Feeling bold, I pulled back her hair up and clipped it in. “You wanted a hair clip, and I suggested a stone one. Then when someone went for my head, you were still the first one there. So, thank you.” I gave her a bright smile.

Her face turned blood red and she turned away.

Rather than push her further, I turned back to the lady at the stall. “Two gold should more than cover it.” I plopped two small gold coins on her stall.

She bobbed her head and grinned a smile missing a few teeth. “There’s a bracelet that goes with it. Only another gold.” She slid the bracelet across the stall.

She was a good saleswoman. That was hard to turn down.

“I’ll take it.” I exchanged another gold for the bracelet and pocketed it for now while Aurelia was still a blushing mess. “Alright, let's move on. One last stop here in the market, then boots and heading back into the mountains.”
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I waved to Berny. The old veteran looked a decade younger with the infusion of magic. Meanwhile, my feet felt a thousand times better. The shoes were really a huge quality difference from what I’d had in the village.

“Was that last stop necessary?” Aurelia had recovered from her blushing while the bracelet stayed in my pocket for another time.

“Nope!” I kept moving through the city towards the estate where we’d pick our bags up and head out.

“I think the painting will be lovely,” Maribelle even agreed with me.

Nodding along, I looked up at the mountains surrounding the port. “Now, Zuri, it’s time to strategize our next few steps.”

“We had a plan to sweep the mountains in zones for the corrupted before its body swap. The same plan holds true now,” she stated calmly. “We’ll continue as we would have if we hadn’t found it so quickly.”

I nodded along. “Unlike the corrupted mage, the corrupted horse is going to have a larger range. Can we be sure it’ll do things like find a cave to sleep in?”

The group got quiet as we walked the last distance to the estate.

“It still has the mage’s soul,” Aurelia spoke finally. “I think the nature of the beast will be decided by that rather than the horse’s body. So, we continue to hunt it like a corrupted.”

Emlyn raised her hand. “I trust the monster hunter to have the right idea on this one.”

Zuri nodded along. “It will have a larger range, though. So we’ll have to expand on our search patterns.”

Maribelle stepped into the estate and came out with an armload of packs.

Rather than summon a platform of ice, I wanted to work with Cyam. I summed him from my shadow and then grew my mental image of him from a horse to a horse pulling a carriage.

It was a familiar addition to him, and Cyam accepted it far more readily than turning into a bird.

“Can you hold that?” Emlyn asked while Maribelle went and started to pack our bags into the carriage without question.

“Pretty sure.” There was a steady stream of dark magic going into Cyam at the moment. “Going to need to ground out all the magic I’m using, though.”

Zuri stepped up to me before Maribelle could and gave the maid a look. “Ah, well. Since it’s light magic, why don’t I help him?”

I didn’t let Maribelle decide and pulled Zuri close, pushing her dark lips to mine and savoring them for a moment as my soul brushed against hers. She opened up for my magic as it poured into her.

She moaned into my mouth, sucking up all the spare magic I had in my soul before breaking the kiss. My magic had flooded into her, showing just how much she trusted me. Our connection was deepening.

“Hop in,” Maribelle said, already getting into the carriage and patting a seat for me.

Aurelia was doing her best to get comfortable. “It doesn’t really feel like a seat… it…”

“Feels like I’m sitting on a horse,” Emlyn finished for her. “Of course it does. Ard is pushing all of this through Cyam who has never sat on a seat.”

I leaned back, feeling comfortable even if Emlyn was right and it did feel like I was leaning against a horse. “I think it’s great. Good boy, Cyam.”

The carriage huffed in reply and Cyam took off, prancing into the air and pulling us up into the mountains.
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A few hours later, we landed at the site of our soon to be home. Cyam collapsed into my shadow, seeming worn out. I decided carrying us in his shadow form probably used new muscles for him just as much as it did me.

Though, in both cases, they were magical.

“Hopefully that pirate hasn’t tried to lock us out.” Aurelia led the way.

Isabella must have heard us because Isabella Stormheart jumped out of the small building. “A pirate’s oath is upheld.”

The woman had looked rough when we had found her, but she’d cleaned up well and her hair was a rich blonde a few shades lighter than before after a few bathes. But she wasn’t ever going to pass for a demure damsel. The scar on her cheek showed her history.

“Besides, not sure I’d last a week in these mountains alone,” she admitted.

Aurelia pushed past her and inspected the small building we’d set up, checking to make sure everything was as she’d left it. “Well, now that we are up here, I assume Ard is going to get to work on building.”

I waved my hand and brought up a new stone table in the room, which was already past being crowded. “Yep. I’ll work on things here. Zuri and Aurelia, you two are in charge of scouting for the corrupted. I think we have enough smoked bear meat to last us a few more days, but it would be great if you brought back something.

“Emlyn, set Izzy up with some wood to chop. I can make most of what we need from stone, but we can’t burn it for warmth, and it’s going to stay damned cold here even with the caves connected to this place.” I had gone over that part of the plan with Sienna. While we could heat this small room with the smoker, it wasn’t going to work for the larger base we had planned.

She had informed me that once a structure breaks through the surface, either in the city or in the mountain, the temperature below ground is fairly consistent and not as whimsical as the weather outside. In fact, a chimney would pull the air from the cave into the fort. The cave was a fair bit warmer than the mountain air.

“And me?” Maribelle asked, bringing in our packs that had fallen with Cyam’s disappearance.

“How about cooking up some of that fish and sticking by my side?” None of them would let me be alone. Not when I was their mage.

Unfurling the drawings I’d made back at the estate, I used my magic to pull the stone up around the edges of the scroll to hold it down. Scribbled on the papers were a rough outline for the fort for half of it, with the other half holding my prized schematics for toilets and baths.

I’d gotten far too used to a certain lifestyle.

“You’d better have a bath for all of us when we get back.” Emlyn eyed me and glanced at Maribelle. “Don’t let him slack off.”

I waved Emlyn away as I set to work. Emlyn would probably be back within the hour after she got Izzy going with the firewood, at least that was the hope.

There was work to do.

I had set this little square building at the end of the trough that was eroded out of the mountain range with a cave at the back of it. Sienna had suggested that I just build into the mountain for the first floor.

That would take some work because that stone had to go somewhere. There were also several items that required forethought, like pipes and chimneys that I had to work into the design.

I started on a wall by the cave entrance. The hard stone pushed away from me like a potter was using their thumbs on a soft piece of clay. Huge balls of stone formed as I dug into the wall, each one started to levitate by my side. Each of the pieces was just small enough to fit through the front door.

My focus wavered slightly on pulling stone off the wall as I danced the stone balls out of the door and smacked them down on the ground outside, splattering them and forming them into a large mound of solid stone. Quickly, my magic was doing the work of a dozen laborers that would be needed to pick and haul away the stone. And my endurance was also longer thanks to my large magic stores.

Maribelle had gotten to work as well. The smell of smoke was light as she got the smoker started and closed the door on the fish. “Sir. What else can I do for you?” She came over to linger by my side.

Instantly, her sweet perfume hit me and made me want to hold onto her. In the city, there had been too much else and too much breeze to notice all that much, but in the sealed building, it built up into something that went straight to my head.

Her soft mounds molded around my arm.

I glanced at her.

Maribelle’s smile grew impossibly wide. “You were kind to Aurelia today.”

“That I was.” I pulled my mind together rather than let it get lost in the abyss of her chest. Her two mounds were unnaturally large, helped along by a life mage rather than nature. “She did good and deserved a reward.”

“Do I deserve a reward?” Maribelle fished.

“You do,” I said, holding my tone firm even though I wanted to sigh. “Emlyn will be back soon though. We don’t have time.”

“We never seem to.” Her tone had an edge to it.

I turned and snatched the roots of those temping curls to hold her head still. “What was that?”

My soul dove in around hers and wrapped it up, getting a sense of her mind. She was getting needier. It was clear with how wild her surface thoughts were getting at the moment. Some ways of her getting me to have some free time were… extreme.

“Sir. Your tool… I feel.”

“Say no more.” I put a finger to her lips.

She immediately caught it and suckled gently on my finger. “This one, craves for you. Sir.”

I nodded, fighting internally about what to do next. The man she wanted was an act for me at the moment. I was giving her what would satisfy her needs.

Yet the more I did it, the more I felt that I could truly find enjoyment in it. Knowing that she liked it too only made it that much more intoxicating.

Rather than being afraid of her, I think I was truly afraid that I would enjoy it too much. For all that I cared for Emlyn and Zuri, I could feel an urge, one that came from some animalistic side of me to push Maribelle down and make her scream.

Maribelle was a bit crazy, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to fully join her in all those same urges.

The whole time I thought through my worries, Maribelle played with my finger, her soft, inviting lips hid the joyful play of her tongue over me. My pants were getting tighter, and her hand wandered down to cup my growing manhood as she gasped for air coming off my finger.

“Sir. You want this. Why deny yourself?” She trailed my finger wet with her spit over her lips and down her chin, painting herself as what she might look like after she stuck something else of mine through her lips.

“Maribelle. I deny myself because I might want it too much.” My eyes flashed dangerously at her. There was no reason to not be honest with her.

I could feel the satisfaction radiate from her; telling her that had given her a not-so-small victory.

She moved in front of me, wrapping my arms around her and slid my hand into the cleavage of her dress. “Give me something to tide me over.”

To my surprise, she was more understanding than I expected. From prior experience and diving into her mind, she had made her chest so large precisely because she wanted them played with, mauled roughly and used.

My hands were redundant for the task of using my magic. Meaning I could put them to better use as I pulled down the top of her dress, her breasts popping out of the tight leather and into my hands.

They were two pieces of heaven. Soft, pert, and heavenly.

I groaned as she pressed her ass against me and trapped me between her ass cheeks. My fingers danced under her breasts, and they were divinely soft where they had rarely been exposed to the elements. “I love these.”

“They are all yours and yours alone.” Maribelle reached over her head to hang off my shoulders as I got rougher with them. She glanced back, her face starting to turn red as she bit those pretty pink lips of hers and her breath became sweet with need.

I tweaked her nipples and let my fingers push into her soft flesh, my nails biting lightly into the delicate skin. I dug in just enough to warn her of how much I wanted what she was offering me, and how I was afraid that I couldn’t stop once I got started.

There was an adjustment to being truly allowed to be this aggressive, this dominant with a woman.

Maribelle moaned as I squeezed harder. “Yes. More. Deform them. Crush them. I am an anchor with life magic; you cannot do lasting harm to me.”

I didn’t want to hurt her, not really. Yet the invitation for me to go harder was happily accepted as I let out a growling groan, my fingers felt like I was sinking them into the softest cushion.

“That’s it. Master, please. I need this.” She rubbed her butt against me.

The move sent little tingles up my cock and into my spine that left me throwing caution to the wind and using her breasts like one might kneed tough dough.

Maribelle cried out and shuddered against me. Her arms hung off my shoulders, pulling me down for a kiss as she breathed out an intoxicatingly sweet breath. Her lips played with mine while her tongue danced and drew mine out into her mouth.

I tasted her need and drove her tongue back, pinning it into her mouth and starting to lean down on her, pressing her into the ground and squeezing her chest more.

She shuddered again and ground against me.

I finally had to come up for breath, a little string of spit hanging between our lips for a moment.

“Is that rope in your pocket?” Maribelle asked.

I thought she meant it as a joke, but then I realized she was actually talking about the rope in my pocket and not something out. “Just enough to gag you with. I’ve kept it on me the last few days.”

“Ah.” She smiled and danced away from me, pulling her dress up and stuffing away her two heavenly orbs. “Sir. That will take the edge off. However, I don’t fear you losing yourself. In fact, that is what I crave the most.”

I nodded dumbly, returning to the project of moving the stone, desperate for a distraction so that a certain part of me would calm down.

“You are too tempting,” I cautioned both her and myself. It would be so easy to imagine the things I could do to her and how I could get lost in her for a while.

Part of it terrified me.

I had never thought of myself as that kind of lover and still wasn’t sure I was ready.


Chapter 6


Emlyn came in as soon as Maribelle left like she’d been waiting for her to leave. My focus was still in pieces as blood decided it wanted to stay down low.

Emlyn glanced at me and then at what I assumed was Maribelle’s back. “So. Do I need to stay awake at night tonight?”

“What?” I frowned at her and handed her a giant block of stone. “Why would you need that?”

“Because I thought you set things up so that you would tie her up somewhere and leave her very sticky.” Emlyn kept her voice low as she tried not to let Maribelle overhear.

“Wait. Is that what everyone thinks?” I glanced at her.

Emlyn blinked slowly and nodded.

“Damn it. I bet she even thought that… so that’s why.” I rubbed at my forehead and pulled more stone from the wall, slowly excavating our little home into the side of the mountain.

“Trouble in paradise?” Emlyn asked after I quietly worked for several minutes.

“Sort of. I told her I wasn’t ready, that I…” I hesitated.

Emlyn sat down on the table with my diagrams and cocked an eyebrow, waiting for me. “Everyone’s out, and if it is so bad you can’t tell me, then we have a serious problem.”

“I have seen into her soul. I know what she wants.”

Emlyn’s head bobbed. “Yep, she wants you to ‘hunt’ her. To chase after her, force her down and stick your throbbing dick into her wet slit until her eyes cross and her sense leaves her.”

“Crudely put.”

“But accurate,” Emlyn countered. “What’s the problem?”

“That’s not me,” I said. “We both know that.”

“You put on the act for her easy enough as I understand it.” Emlyn worked me through the problem; she wasn’t going to give me an easy out.

No, that’s not who either of us were to the other. We challenged each other. That and we weren’t getting rid of Maribelle anytime soon. Pretty sure if I kicked her out, I’d wake up in a pit with the rest of my anchors dead around me as punishment.

She really was insane. Not that it bothered me. In fact, I felt quite safe around her, as well as she was quite doting. Her craziness was endearing while also landing firmly on the crazy/hot scale.

Which led to the problem.

“That’s actually the problem. Knowing she wants it made me comfortable with it, but then there’s a part of me that might like the idea a lot. A lot, a lot.” I shook my head and couldn’t meet Emlyn’s gaze for a moment.

When I did, she had a bored expression and her cheek in her hands. “That’s it? So you have a willing and beautiful lady that wants you to get a little aggressive and you are scared?”

“Don’t phrase it like that,” I growled at her. “This is a big deal. She wants me to chase her down and pin her to a wall while she screams.”

“Yeah.” Emlyn grinned. “You might be discovering you like it a little kinky.” She pulled back and gave me an innocent pout. “Oh no. I’m trapped in here with a monster, whatever shall I do?”

I made the table drop her off the side.

She caught herself with an anchor’s incredible reflexes and rolled on the ground to a sitting position where she started laughing.

“Not funny.”

“No. It’s fine, Ard. She’s willing and it's not like she’s a child. The two of you go play and fulfill whatever fantasies you might have.”

“She’s crazy,” I hissed, waving my hand out to where she was likely burning off some pent-up energy.

“Oh yes. She’s a bag full of crazy. You lured it out of her, though, and I don’t think it’s going back in. Well, it won’t go back in without all of us dead or something.” Emlyn glanced out the door. “So, you should fall on that sword, or rather let her fall on your sword.”

“Yeah. The only thing really stopping her from killing all of you so she can have me to herself is that it would upset me enough that she doesn’t think she’d be able to stay with me,” I deadpanned.

Emlyn made several effusive gestures as if that was the whole point. “Okay. So, let’s go over what we’ve learned. She’s hot as hell, she’d kill just about anyone for you, and it turns out you two might like the same brand of fun in the bedroom, or I guess wherever she wants to do it.” Emlyn waved that way. “Not the point. The point is she’s dedicated to you.”

“Obsessed. It was like I turned a key and unlocked a box full of obsession and it isn’t going back in the box.” To distract myself, I was pulling more stone from the wall and working hard at juggling more objects at once.

“Yeah. Poor you.” Emlyn leaned against the table, making herself at home on the ground. “So, did you really think that the ice cream wasn’t that much better than the one you made before?” She abruptly changed topics.

“I mean, sure it had a better flavor, but that was a difference in ingredient quality. There was no way I’d have vanilla or almonds at the village. So, with what I was working with, yes I made damned good ice cream,” I huffed. It was a slightly sore topic.

Emlyn moved fast and was in front of me, planting a kiss on my cheek. It left a warmth that I wanted to capture and hold there for a long while.

But like many things it faded almost too quickly.

“You’re right,” she said. “For an eight-year-old boy in a village, you making ice cream was… a memorable thing. I know I tease you, but that’s largely because I don’t want you to forget either. It was special.”

I wrapped an arm around Emlyn’s slender waist and held her against me, while I reduced how much magic I was using. “It was quite the feat.”

“It showed how much you cared.” Emlyn put her hands lightly on my chest and stared up into my eyes. “So, I understand that the same boy who liked me enough to painstakingly make ice cream when I said I wanted some, has a hard time treating Maribelle the way she wants.”

I nodded. It wasn’t bad to do what Maribelle wanted, but it wasn’t what I pictured myself doing either.

She laid another peck on my cheek. “Focus on working. I know you’d rather think through it all rather than try and talk it out. Don’t open the cave, and I’m going to leave you alone while I go check on Maribelle. I need to do that or I won’t sleep a wink tonight.”

“Good luck,” I said, more than happy to focus on my own project and kissed her back, emptying my excess lightning magic into her.

Emlyn chuckled and wiggled her fingers as she walked out of the building.

Back to work. I stretched my fingers and cracked my neck before pushing myself and seeing how much work my magic could do for me.
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Aurelia crouched not far from the tree line with Zuri. The latter had her bow out, but not drawn as they scouted.

“Pirates?” Aurelia asked.

They had quickly picked up the trail of some kill, thinking that the corrupted might have been the one to make it. Yet they were at the side of the deer having been hung up and gutted. It was still hanging there, likely for someone to come back soon now that it was drained.

“Could be another group like ours. Or it could be someone living up here. Pirates are the most likely outcome, though,” Zuri agreed. “Don’t think the corrupted would string it up.”

“With what thumbs?” Aurelia chuckled and prowled around the kill looking for signs of how many people had been involved with the hunt. The deer was a big one, and she suspected that there would have been at least two men to carry it.

She found three sets of boot prints after searching the area carefully. A small party like that would make sense. It was unlikely to be a mage, or they’d have used some magic to get their deer hung and it would have left a mark.

Aurelia touched her new hair clip when thinking about mages. Then she suddenly found a mixture of frustration, disappointment, and most of all, confusion in it.

“Don’t try and over think it,” Zuri said, seeing her action and reading her face. “Ard does what Ard wants.”

It was embarrassing that a mage was causing her so much turmoil. Especially one that she had offered herself to and yet had been turned down.

“I know,” Aurelia said. “You can’t blame me for being a little confused.”

“No. I don’t think anyone but Emlyn really understands him,” Zuri said, finding a spot and settling in. She kept her voice down. “I just mean that if you stick around I’m sure things will improve. That is if your goal is to wind up with him.”

Aurelia had perfected everything in her life. Not being a mage in the Virel family was already a shortcoming and thus she’d have to be the very best anchor she could be so that she could tie herself to him and give the Virel house another mage even if by association.

“I haven’t made up my mind yet,” she lied. Oh how giant a lie that was.

When her father brought her to Ard the first time, she was upset that he was a bumpkin and that she hadn’t been given much warning. The two old men had talked about the arranged marriage as if it were a deal between two friends, not the sort of thing that was a deal between two houses.

Given Ard’s potential, this was most certainly larger than a deal between friends.

“Yeah. That’s why you hang around him like a guard dog.” Zuri smirked, the Trevis anchor peered back at her with piercing eyes.

It felt like she was being unraveled by them.

“Focus,” Aurelia insisted and wanted the woman to avert her gaze.

“I am. There’s nothing here right now. If they are pirates, we’ll outclass them so badly that it won’t be a real fight. If they are Avente, then we’ll settle it peacefully.” Zuri shrugged as if the outcomes were already decided.

Aurelia wasn’t quite so relaxed. You never knew what could go wrong. Just like with Ard.

“What do you think about Maribelle?” She decided that Zuri was at least partially right and that the danger to themselves was fairly low. So she brought up the greater danger to them. They would wait for whoever set up the deer to come back. There was no need to rush.

“Very competent, very dangerous.” Zuri glanced at her. “You might be the best in the academy, but that's in a dueling ring where you see your opponent coming. Maribelle would kill us both before we realized there was even a fight.”

“And… you are okay with this?” Aurelia asked. Everyone had been remarkably calm that they had a psychopath in their group. Even if she kept it bottled up most of the time while pretending to be Ard’s submissive little maid.

“Yep.” Zuri didn’t even hesitate. “Ard likes me and that’s all the protection I need from Maribelle.” She glanced at the woman with bright red hair. “That and you need all types to be successful.”

“I would argue some types are more valuable than others. Some are even a liability.” Aurelia stayed low, peering out through the bushes.

“Yes. Even those who seem fine, might be a liability if they can’t understand themselves.” Zuri watched her carefully.

"What about you?" Aurelia turned to Zuri. "It seems you've chosen that offense is the best defense. Are you not at all concerned with how Ard is treating the situation with your brothers? He's retreated several times now."

Zuri was pushing her uncomfortably, and Aurelia didn't know the answer to all of her questions. Killing monsters was so much easier, things were more... defined.

"They were wise retreats. Sometimes with all that Ard can do, it is easy to forget how recently he's begun learning magic. My concern is not that Ard has my best interest at heart, but that he doesn’t ruin himself to defend me," Zuri spoke with such conviction.

Aurelia glanced down at her hands. All of them seemed to understand Ard better and love him even more for it. "For what it is worth, I think he'd send Maribelle to kill anyone from spreading the message if he lost."

Zuri grinned. "Thus, why Ard needs someone who can go to such an extreme."

Aurelia needed something to kill just about now as Zuri circled back to try and solve the earlier conversation.

Thankfully, three haggard men walked towards the hung deer like they knew it would be there. Each of them stumbled like they were still working off last night’s drinking, or perhaps they had started far too early.

"I'll take two of them, you capture the one in the middle?" Aurelia checked before bursting out for a fight.

"No." Zuri held her hand out to stop her. "We follow them and figure out where they are staying rather than try interrogation. It is rarely effective."

Aurelia had gone through the same lessons, yet she found herself gritting her teeth wanting to sink her sword into something rather than stay hidden. Maybe Ard was right and she was a manticore at heart.

Right now, she really wanted to kill something.

"Calm down, or you'll spook them." Zuri put a hand on her shoulder.
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Emlyn leaned against a tree next to Maribelle who was overlooking Izzy's work without really watching. "So, you ran pretty fast out of the building after talking to Ard."

She couldn't get a read on the blonde at all. She didn't seem sad. No, she just seemed like she'd stuffed everything deep inside of her.

That was exactly how a murderous psychopath exploded into a killing spree.

"You worry about me." Maribelle held her hands behind her back, pulling her shoulders behind her and pushing her chest far forward. Ard wasn't here, so she must have almost engrained such behavior in herself. "You need not worry. My time with Ard wasn't bad. In fact, it was significant progress."

Now that had Emlyn leaning forward. "Okay, I'm curious."

"He must have told you his side. Ard keeps nothing from you." Maribelle finally glanced at her. "I'm not an idiot."

There was no reason to try and hide things from Maribelle. "Yeah. He told me. I was concerned that he hurt you."

"Quite the opposite. He was truthful to me." She rested her hand on her cheek and leaned against a rock, keeping an eye on the pirate working to chop some trees that she'd pulled out of the rubble of Ard's attack on the pirate camp. "You see, I know Ard. Maybe even better than you."

Emlyn couldn't wait to hear her reasoning behind that statement.

“When he looks into my mind, I get to see his reaction. The smile he gets when he sees my darkness and the lengths I’d go for him.” Maribelle grinned.

Oh. Shit.

Emlyn realized that Ard hadn’t been playing this woman nearly as well as he thought.

Maribelle enjoyed her reaction. “Now Ard will know soon. But I knew he wasn’t ready, so I pushed him. Yet pushing him wasn’t effective. So I pushed all of you by making you worry that I’d… lose it.”

Emlyn gave her a soft clap. “You had me convinced. Yet, if you can see through him…” Unless she wanted to be manipulated.

“Why’d I go along with it all?” Maribelle turned back to watching the pirate toil away at the wood. “He smiles when he sees what I’m afraid to show everyone else. Because he has it in him to fulfill my needs. I pushed him too hard though, or rather, you pushed him too hard.” Her face abruptly shifted to one of warning.

Emlyn knew when to back off and held her hands up in mock surrender. “Hey, if I don’t have to worry about you slitting my throat in my sleep, then I won’t push Ard.”

Maribelle gasped and put a hand to her chest. “I’d never slit your throat in your sleep.”

Emlyn breathed out a sigh of relief, she believed her.

Yet Maribelle continued. “I’d use night angel root to make sure you stayed asleep while I buried you alive. Slitting someone’s throat is… too easy.”

Right, she was fucking insane. “I thought you wanted me to back off,” Emlyn countered.

“Oh I do. Just letting you know how I’d prefer to deal with our enemies.” She bat her lashes innocently. The woman could act.

There was something more important in the statement though. “Our enemies?” Emlyn latched onto the qualifier.

“Of course.” Maribelle winked. “Ard likes you too much for me to get away with anything, so I’ll just have to put my efforts towards those that annoy him.”

“Team Ard?” Emlyn held out her fist.

Maribelle glanced at it for a long moment before she bumped it with her own as if the gesture was strange to her. “Team Ard. When he gets comfortable with what’s in his mind, do me a favor and make sure the others are busy. Until then, we’ll just have to make him comfortable.”

“If there is one thing that Ard is good at, it is making himself comfortable,” Emlyn chuckled and glanced back at the building that he was working in.

He had come a long way from the village, and Emlyn knew that this was his path even if a part of her wanted to carry him off for herself.

In that regard, she wasn’t that different from Maribelle.


Chapter 7


Iwas lying in a floating stone lounge, waving my hands through the air as my magic continued to work on carving out the mountain. My other hand lazily held a quill in it as I thought about what to tell Melida.

Dear Melida Trevis and Bearman,

Salutations were always a good place to start. Though, using her full name might be a little formal.

While I thought, hunks of stone continued moving through the air and out the door, piling themselves up for me to use later. I smoothed out a few pieces to make sets of crowned pillars that arched overhead. There was an entire mountain above me, so I was going to over engineer whatever I built. It couldn’t hurt, and a mountain falling on me certainly would hurt.

I hope things are well and that Brusset has not eaten anyone. We’ve made it safely to the Leviathan Crest mountains and are setting up for the winter to train and hopefully reemerge strong enough to stand on my own in the Capital next spring. You should come; I’m sure I will get myself into some sort of amusing situation.

My grandfather spoke of powerful corrupted in the area around the fort, but I’m sure you’re fine. I fought a corrupted recently; it was a breeze. Not sure what all the fuss is about.

I paused. I needed to get to the point, but I wasn’t exactly sure why I was writing the letter. Mostly, I wanted to stay connected to Melida and Brusset. They were friends and people among the nobility who understood me. At least far better than most.

It’s come to my attention that I have to be more deliberate in my actions. When you next come to the Capital, please seek me out at the Aldis Estate. I’d love to catch up in more detail.

I’ll tell you all about my heroic deeds.

That should do it. I realized I missed the man-bear a bit, and I could use Melida’s guidance. I trusted her, and I didn’t trust many outside my immediate circle.

I put the letter on a slate of stone to dry.

Sometimes having magic was very convenient. I floated the letter over to a spot in the corner and stayed floating in my stone bed while the fort practically built itself.

At the moment, I was doing large-scale work for the first floor. In a corner, there was already one sealed off room. I had dug a pit twenty feet down before putting a sturdy floor over it and making a toilet according to Sienna’s suggestions. It had already been used once and hadn’t leaked all over the place, so I was calling it a success.

I was honestly a little impressed with myself.

She had also mentioned a way to have a tap for water in the house. Apparently, we’d establish a large basin of water on the top of the fort that would then be able to be accessed via pipes and gravity, but I was going to deal with that later.

For now, I was building based on immediate need.

The door to the building opened up, and Aurelia stepped in first. She froze, her eyes scanning the fort I’d built.

“What the…” Her eyes continued to grow wider.

I waved my hands in the air as I saw the rest of the girls coming up behind her. “Tada!”

The first floor was now twelve feet high at the top of each of the arches, and the space I had carved into the mountains was about the size of a small pasture. It was filled with columns every dozen feet except for a few places that I carved out with even sturdier rows of columns so I could fill in short walls between them to make a room.

They were all a work in progress. I was sure I’d refine them as I got more practice.

Izzy had been carrying a cord of wood, which now fell to the floor in a loud clacking tumble that echoed through the space for what felt like a whole minute.

“Ard. Are we going to house an army?” Emlyn asked, her head turning a full one eighty to take the place in.

“No? I just…” Glancing around, I realized the space really was quite large. “I might have gotten carried away.”

“I’ll say.” Emlyn shook her head. “Can you seal off a portion so we don’t have to cut down an entire forest to heat this place?”

I huffed, but there were enough piles of stone still inside to be used. I waved my hand, and they flew into the space between a couple of the pillars, creating walls. Using the stones to section areas off, I made an entry way and then used the first big room to make a table with chairs by what used to be our smokers.

I had moved the tubs to the room next door and finally I made several rooms with stone beds.

I would expand our rooms later. Using the columns, I could make this fort fairly modular as I wanted. Seeing the Greystones moving the walls of their home around had given me the idea to design this without needing them for support.

“Thank you.” Maribelle came up to me and held my arm. She seemed calmer than she had before. It looked like our small session earlier had really taken the edge off.

Aurelia came in next, dragging a cleaned deer carcass.

“Nice catch,” I commented.

Emlyn snapped out of her staring to come over to kiss me. I discharged so much lightning magic into her that the floor under our feet crackled with bright yellow jags of electricity.

“Wasn’t our catch,” Zuri said. “She stole it.”

“We were scouting,” Aurelia defended herself and looked for a place to put the carcass down.

I made a stone table next to the two smokers. Those smokers fed out of the building into a pool of water to hopefully stop a giant plume of smoke from always coming up from the fort.

“Thank you,” Aurelia pointedly said, putting the carcass down on the slab. “Izzy, you can load up both of them. I’ll get to work.”

Emlyn eyed my floating stone lounge. “Going to stay on that thing?”

“It is quite comfortable, but perhaps a little pretentious.” I waved my hand like it was a bother to deal with it.

“Just a little.” Emlyn pinched her fingers and teased me. “Walk on the ground like us plebeians.”

“If I must,” I sighed and shoved the stone bed into the floor before landing on my feet. “So. If you stole it, then that means you found people?”

“Pirates.” Zuri nodded. “We didn’t do more than scout and steal the deer. It was a big crew about twenty miles that way.” She pointed off to the east.

“What did they look like?” Izzy asked, dusting off her hands as she finished putting the wood in the smokers for Aurelia to stab her sword into and light on fire.

“Pirates,” Aurelia grunted as she used a small knife to work the deer apart. “Pretty grungy if you ask me. Though, there was a strange one. A guy with fur legs and hooves.”

“A corrupted?” I asked.

But the rest of them turned to Izzy.

“We were thinking it was one of these people with a blessing from a god?” Zuri posed the statement as a question.

“Yeah. Dionysus turns some of his followers into Satyrs. They have hooves, furry legs, and two dicks.” The pirate spat the last part.

I raised an eyebrow. “Personal experience?”

“No. They have a reputation. It’s probably the Revelry Raiders; they are the only crew with a Dionysus-blessed that I’ve heard of recently.”

“They don’t sound too vicious. Revelry Raiders.” I played with the name myself. Sounded like a name a spoiled noble turned pirate for fun would use.

“No, they don’t. But that doesn’t stop them from attacking places and slaughtering people. They aren’t exactly known for their reason. In fact, they are known for being rather spontaneous and also constantly drunk.” Izzy gritted her teeth. “Why are so many damn blessed wintering here?”

I leaned against a pillar. “You told us a little about them. These people trade offerings to gods in turn for some magic power?”

“Not like what you do.” Izzy waved at the cavern, the pirate couldn’t help but let a touch of admiration enter her eyes as she looked at everything. “This is a whole different level.”

“Ard is on a different level than most mages.” Emlyn made sure to emphasize that all mages weren’t like me.

“Damn right I am.” I smirked and kissed Emlyn’s cheek. “So, you make an offering, get some power. What’s this guy have?”

“No clue. I don’t exactly associate heavily with them. Even what I know of my dead captain was from personal observation. I do know that he’s dangerous. They have a reputation…” She glanced at the women in the room. “You don’t want to get caught. Were there any women among them?”

“Not that we saw.” Zuri’s face became thoughtful. “Should we go after them tonight?” The question wasn’t directed at me, but I knew custom was that the mage led.

“I wish we knew more,” I admitted. “But they would have information that could be useful to us.”

“Where their treasure is?” Izzy perked up. “Or their boat?”

I nodded; both of those had quite a bit of value. “That and of the surroundings. Say for example a certain fireball-spitting horse.”

“That too.” Izzy sheepishly looked away, her wavy hair covering her face as she grumbled the last. “Still, we shouldn’t miss gaining the treasure.”

“Boats are nice too. They take far too long to build.” I rubbed at my chin. “Wonder if I could nab a few of them and give them to my family for trade routes.”

“They are pirate ships.” Izzy jerked to face me again with a deadpan expression. “No one will just let them into a port.”

“What if we tie some pink bows to them to make sure they don’t look scary?” I shot back.

The pirate’s eyes went wide before she burst into laughter and had to hold onto the wall for a minute while she let it out.

“Not a bad idea.” Zuri wasn’t quite as amused. “I’m sure with Aldis House redecorating them, we could make them passable.”

Izzy managed to pull herself together and wipe at her eyes where tears were starting to stream down. “Sorry. Just the idea of a few rivals having their ships taken and…” She cut off laughing again. “Alright, yes. Let’s take a few of their ships while we are at it. A pirate is pretty hard to wear down to the point that they’ll tell you where any of their loot is.”

That made sense. “It’s probably controlled information too. I’d assume only the captain and one or two others would know.” That’s how Izzy said it was done for her. “So, we need to identify the first mate.”

“If you take me, I could probably pick them out,” Izzy offered.

“What, you don’t want to chop more firewood?” Emlyn teased.

“No. I really don’t.” The pirate pulled back her wavy, blonde hair and snuck a glance at Maribelle. “But I appreciate the hospitality, even if I have to work to stay in a place like this.”

“How prevalent are these blessed people?” I asked. I hadn’t heard of any in Avente, Garrish, or Zenovia that I knew of.

“Uh. Decently common,” Izzy answered. “You have some merchants with blessings, and a ton of the nobility take them on. Some people, like pirates or brigands, can get enough to get and keep a blessing. Do you not worship gods here?”

“None of them respond,” I said, then thinking about the lost goddess and her statue. “Hold on a second. Before we go killing all these people, there’s something I need to check on.” I moved quickly out of the room and Maribelle was close on my heels, unwilling to let me be alone.

Either way, I was growing used to always having a shadow. I didn’t let it bother me as I went to the room where I had stuffed away the lost goddess’ statue.

It had really changed from the chipped and worn statue that had been featureless to a busty woman with a cloak over her head. The details of her face were almost purposefully bland, yet somehow I knew she was really a beauty that would shake nations to their core.

I knelt in front of the statue. “This might be a minute, Maribelle.”

“Allow me to join you.” Maribelle knelt next to me and clasped her hands. The maid with tight, blonde curls looked particularly cute in that position. It also struck me that I rarely saw the side of her face, as she was always facing me.

I let her do as she wished as I tried to communicate with the goddess.

You in there? Goddess, thank you for letting things work out today. Phew, that was a close one with Zuri’s half-brothers.

As I knelt there and prayed, there was a faint prickle on the back of my neck like something was watching me.

Also, it seems that we are encountering these people who have powers from other gods. I wanted to make sure that if I killed them that it wouldn’t cause trouble for you. Wouldn’t want to offend the woman who saved my mother. Not to mention you are looking pretty hot in the statue now, even if you hide your face.

There was almost a mental sputter in the back of my mind.

Got you.

A far more dignified voice rang out in my head. One that had an ethereal presence that both inspired and terrified. And from what I could tell, she was getting stronger. I had long suspected that she was weakened when I found the statue.

Hello, what do you mean other gods? the goddess asked.

Rather than try and explain, I pushed the information I’d learned and what I’d seen towards the statue.

A leviathanic soul reached out of the statue and touched upon my own. The only moment I’d felt like it before was the being that had wrapped up all of the mages in Hidavente. But my ability to tell if they were similar in any regards was impossible. It was like trying to identify a wyrm while staring at a single scale.

The goddess ripped the images from my soul, as well as Izzy’s explanation and whatever else I currently pushed toward her.

I sagged where I was praying.

Apologies. She genuinely sounded remorseful. Are you all right?

I took a deep breath. Perhaps all of my use of magic today caught up with me. I felt a little unsteady and some nausea was creeping up on me. Did you get what you needed?

What? Oh. Yes. I understand and may have soaked something up like a dry sponge. You will recover fully in a day or two. I wouldn’t fight these champions of other gods until then. Especially that of Dionysus. He will likely have the ability to fog your mind. Your pirate companion says these people are relatively common. Would you be able to find out the history of them?

I frowned, wondering why the goddess couldn’t find out for herself. She was a god.

Her voice spoke again, It is complicated.

I realized she was still touching my soul and a surface thought like that went through to her. Good thing I wasn’t thinking about the figure of her statue. Damnit, now I was.

Do not seek out these people for several days, and return here to pray before you do. I will prepare something for you.

A super weapon?! I thought excitedly.

Your magic and your soul are weapons enough. No, this is something else.

It almost sounded like the goddess wasn’t sure of what she’d make, but I wasn’t stupid enough to question her. I tried to flush out the thoughts before she caught too much of them.

“Thank you, goddess, for your wisdom. We will wait and seek your guidance before we fight them.” I dipped my head respectfully and stood.

Maribelle was still in quiet contemplation at the foot of the statue, and I waited a minute longer, watching her peaceful face while I could.

She roused herself. “Sir, I did not mean to delay you.”

“It’s fine.” There was no issue to me if she wanted to pray to the goddess for an extra while. “By the way… about earlier.”

Maribelle rose with a smile on her face and pressed a finger to my lips. “Build a room for it when you are ready, but do not take too long.” Her eyes flashed with something strange before she returned to being the demure maid as usual.

I just nodded and led her back out to the other room.

Emlyn looked up from her project of whittling a spoon to stop from being bored. “Got something for us?”

“Give it two days. I spoke to the goddess and she said that killing the champion wouldn’t inconvenience her if we waited two days and visited her again,” I said.

“Wait. Like a real goddess, and she talked to you?!” Izzy jumped to her feet. “I know you were toting around that statue, but the goddess speaks to you?”

I shrugged. “She’s a little goddess, and we found an old, ruined shrine.”

“Did she give you a blessing?” Izzy asked. “Never heard of one of the Zenovian mages with a blessing.”

“I don’t think she’s giving out blessings if I’m honest.” The goddess had said she’d soaked something up from me. If I had more of it than her, that was highly concerning.

Yet, as long as she didn’t turn out to be some maid-eating goddess, I think I could continue to work with her. So far, she felt… familiar. And she’d helped my mother, so she had some sort of power.

“If that’s the case, then we have two days to scout. We can identify the first mate and prepare for a fight,” Zuri said, already starting to strategize. Leaning over the sand table, she began drawing out the layout and location of the camp from their earlier scouting.

I watched her work, processing my own thoughts. “Let’s plan for me to deal with it like a mage. I need to practice with Cyam.”

“Sure, you can lead,” Emlyn said, glancing up from her project. “We’ll all be right behind you to make sure that nothing happens to you.”

I gave her a lazy salute. “Going to make us all a bath, and then no more magic for me today. Doing all of this took quite a bit out of me,” I fibbed, not telling them about the goddess taking the wind from my sails.

Emlyn would get defensive of my prayers to the goddess, and I didn’t want that.


Chapter 8


Ihad spent the last two days doing detailed work in the fort to rest my magic and continuing to focus on my control, and the space was starting to look really nice if I did say so myself.

I’d kept the structure as a single floor. I realized I’d made the current floor too large as it was. I could go up as needed in the future.

I walked from room to room, slowly filling each with ornate stone furniture that was still connected to the ground, as if the whole place had been carved from the mountain.

Meanwhile, further up the mountain, I created several pockets in the cliff face that I filled with ice. I let the mountain melt the ice into pools of water that could drain down into a tap we had available in the kitchen.

Making the joint for the tap took me a good chunk of the second day. That was far trickier to get right.

I stood in the kitchen, opening the tap for water to flow out into a stone mug before I closed the tap once again with a satisfied sigh in the silence of no dripping water.

Taking a sip, the water from my own design made me grin from ear to ear. It really did taste better for all the work that went into it. The faucet had needed a small ring of leather to finally stop leaking, but I’d done it. I was also never going to do it again; a faucet maker, I was not.

“Satisfied with yourself?” Maribelle asked as she organized the kitchen after a meaty breakfast. We were a little light on grains and fruit at the moment.

“Very.” I slugged back a drink of the water. It tasted like victory. “It’s about time for them to get back from the scouting they did at dawn.”

I stepped out of the kitchen with my water in hand, heading towards the little chapel I had made for the goddess’ statue. Inside, there were nested arches, each covered with intricate diagrams. I had taken some creative liberties and used the symbol from the pendants frequently, embellishing the overall pattern of squiggly lines throughout the arch.

“Do you like the place?” I asked the statue, stepping up to it and kneeling.

There was a long pause before the goddess entered my mind again.

Oh, you have decorated the place. Hmm. I’m not used to so much artesian work around my places of worship.

“That’s interesting. What are you the goddess of?”

Magic, the night, and of crossroads. A lesser-known aspect of mine is souls. Many travelers in need of protection once worshiped me. My shrines were often simple wooden affairs at junctions in the road. Yet I govern the crossroads both physical and metaphorical.

I smiled. What I had created was a step up for her. I also couldn’t help but notice that she was the goddess of magic itself. That was… big. I didn’t think the pantheon often depicted in the cities had a goddess for magic. Mages were largely considered a force of their own and not given credence to any god for their powers.

The goddess snorted in my mind.

“I didn’t mean to offend.” I dipped my head. “Simply thinking through where you fit among what I do know.”

“Is she speaking to you?” Maribelle asked from the side.

I speak to you both. Her voice had a faint resonance to it, and I assumed she was now in Maribelle’s head as well. Thank you for coming before you ventured out. I wanted to give you something.

A moment later, the statue glowed bright enough that I had to shield my eyes. A force entered the room and swallowed all of the light, leaving a cloaked woman floating in the room. She gave off an otherworldly glow while her person was the darkest of black.

“You have revitalized my worship, and for that, I am thankful.” Her voice rolled through me like a pleasant buzz that left me weak in the knees.

The goddess’ presence alone made me want to bow and press my face to the floor, yet when feeling that sort of pressure, I was too stubborn. I did everything in my power to stay kneeling.

“The one you’ll fight will be dangerous. I will not aid your battle against it, but I will make it more rewarding.” She reached out, and the pendant with her symbol lifted out of my shirt and floated between us.

I watched, paralyzed by her presence as she touched the pendant with the tip of her finger.

Black and silver ethereal threads appeared in the air, wrapping around the pendant, suffusing it with brilliant magics. They weren’t those of the spheres, but something else.

My pendant continued to glow brighter and brighter until it became so bright that everything else might as well have been shadow. The metal turned a bluish tint and swallowed the glow, leaving behind a glittering blue expanse that was incredibly dark, yet sparkled as light returned to the room.

“Thank you?” I hesitated, unsure of what the changes she’d made meant for the pendant.

The goddess let out a rich laugh that rolled through my ears and made my hairs stand on end. “When you kill anyone of power, dip that pendant in their fresh blood. It will siphon off some of their raw strength into you.”

“I’ll become super strong?” I glanced at the pendant, more eager now to put it back around my neck.

“Eh.” The goddess made a noise. “Not physically. It will help nurture your soul, and therefore your magic.”

“Oh. That does make sense. Goddess of magic and souls as well as the night and crossroads,” I rambled. “Don’t suppose I could start using a name?”

“Mistress of the Night would be suitable.” The goddess smirked, or at least I got the feeling that she was smirking as she floated away from me, remaining mysterious and shadowy.

I thought about the name for a long moment. “Nighty sounds a little weird, and I’m certainly not calling you Mistress… sooo Missy. Yeah. Missy sounds good. Thank you, Missy, for the gift.”

The goddess floated with her mouth open for a long moment before she spoke. “You are welcome,” she said, trying to regain her aloof arrogance.

With far less flair when she had arrived, she zipped back into the statue, leaving the space she’d been in the same as before she’d appeared.

Maribelle turned to me with a strange frown. “You renamed the goddess.”

“Yeah. Well, she refused to tell me her real name.” I crossed my arms, feeling the pendant against them. It was cool to the touch in a way it hadn’t been before, like a soft kiss on my arm. “Since she wasn’t going to give me her name, then I have the right to make one up. Mistress of the Night,” I scoffed.

Maribelle raised an eyebrow. “Is that wise?”

“Probably not,” I admitted. “But if Missy wants to tell me her real name sometime and stop pretending to be so mysterious, she can.” I lifted up the pendant. “Though, this is cool. Being super strong would have been nice, though.”

“That’s what we anchors are for.” Maribelle trailed after me as I left.

“Yeah, but sometimes I want to be the one to throw someone around,” I answered. It was a little weird being surrounded by women that could get into a fist fight with a bear while I was supposed to stay back and keep myself safe.

“No.” Maribelle held my arm, walking at my side. “I want to remain useful to you, so stick with magic.”

I paused, deciding I liked her way of looking at the situation better.
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Hecate stood in the mansion at the port, her mouth agape.

That little brat! She waved her hand in the air wanting to smash something, yet not wanting to blow her cover.

He… he…

She let out a groan of pure frustration and put her hands over her face. It had been a while and she was certainly rusty.

When she usually gave someone something, even if all she had to do was bind the modified soul to a physical object, she found that it was always best to do it with quite a bit of flair.

Showmanship made the receiver appreciate the gesture and treat the favor and item like they were special. If she’d just snapped her fingers and made his pendant blue, he would have shrugged and forgotten about the extra ability. This way, he was supposed to be awed and impressed. She expected he would cradle the pendant with care and fervor. After all, it had been blessed by a beautiful and powerful goddess.

Yet he didn’t seem to care about that and just asked her name.

It would have been odd if she had given him the name ‘Hecate’. She could practically hear him say ‘I know a maid with that name’ or something else so pedestrian in response.

Plus, something like ‘Mistress of the Night’ had aplomb and force behind it. Yet he had made a nickname from her suggestion, and now it sounded so trivial.

He had given Hecate, the feared and revered goddess, a nickname! Mount Olympus had once quaked with her every arrival.

She huffed again and stomped her feet. That damned brat! Let him realize the mistake he made when she didn’t answer him the next few times. Maybe he’d think about apologizing.

Her dignity had been shattered.

A cutesy nickname for a goddess! It would be like calling Thor ‘Hammy’ or Zeus ‘Sparky’.

She let out a bold laugh at those thoughts. If he did that to either of them, he’d be a pile of charred ash on the floor. Heck, if one of her followers had given her a nickname like this in the past, she probably would have had the night swallow them up to never return.

Yet… while she was irate at the nickname, she had zero intention of harming Ard. Quite the contrary, she found herself hoping he’d contact her again shortly only so that she could ignore him.

And soon she hoped he would find use for the pendant. She’d spent the last two nights playing with the corrupted’s soul, breaking it down and turning it into an inert, lifeless funnel.

Basically, if Ard dipped the necklace in a fresh corpse, it would suck out the soul, and grind it free of all imprints or personality. That way, it would just be like a soothing mist of soul energy on the other end.

Ard could take that into himself and it would slowly nurture him.

Giving him the pendant was the least she could do when she had accidentally slurped up some of his soul’s energy when she’d came into contact with it.

Perhaps it shouldn’t come as a surprise that his soul was so rich given what she’d done to his ancestors. Yet it was vibrantly strong.

Then all the bits of the soul that would harm Ard as had been harming Martin’s creations would go to Hecate. It wasn’t nearly as beneficial to her as worship, yet if he did it to those who had blessings from other gods, she could gain quite a bit. The essence of that blessing would help her regain her strength and stave off needing another thousand-year rest.

To think that the other gods descended down on this world as well. She wondered what had drawn them here. Yet if that fat fool Dionysus was here, then that meant several of his drinking buddies would be around as well. Greek, Norse, and Egyptian would be present at the least. Not to mention probably a few other strays.

It also meant Zeus wouldn’t be far off. That vengeful man-whore would pay. He never did like being turned down. Yet who would want some man who went down and stuck his prick in every hole he could find.

Once, Aphrodite was able to convince him that a mound of rocks was a sleeping elemental that could be woken with pleasure. Hera had found him three days later and blessed that mound with childbirth just so that he would go home. That rock birthed rock trolls for decades after.

Hecate snickered at the memory.

“What made you laugh?” Gwen rolled up to her.

“Memories.” Hecate didn’t offer any specifics. “I went to visit your son too. He’s doing well.” Hecate might favor Arden, but his mother was just a convenience while also being an interesting study of the soul.

Gwen’s frosty face cracked into a smile. “Good to hear that. I do worry about him up there.”

“They are well, and that little maid of his won’t let anything happen. She’s devoted.”

Gwen nodded. “Then let us get out of the house and get to that dinner with Captain Enhart.”
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I crept up on the not-at-all hidden camp with the others. But to be fair to the pirates, it was fairly difficult to hide a camp of its size.

“They all fit on a boat?” I asked, incredulously.

Not far from where we hid behind the pines, there was a clearing cut through the middle of the forest. Nearly a hundred pirates were camped out, drinking, cheering, and tearing greasy meat off roast haunches.

They were a mess, like the drunken masses after a celebration had gone on a little too long.

Their current level of inebriation was past the point that Beth would have normally kicked everyone out of the tavern, because nothing good happened beyond their current level of drunkenness. People were just too drunk and too stupid to do anything useful.

“His flagship is big, but no, they have two smaller boats as well. Technically, he’s a fleet captain,” Izzy explained.

I nodded along, not understanding or retaining that knowledge, but I wanted her to continue. “So they are strong?”

“Quantity doesn’t dictate quality,” Izzy scowled. “Most of them join up for the debauchery and to be able to stay drunk on cheap wine the whole time.”

“They aren’t letting the winter slow them down.” Aurelia had her hand on her sword like she was ready to draw it at a moment’s notice.

We had all picked up on the screams coming from one of the tents as soon as we arrived. They weren’t that of horror or pain, but the way the men were quickly going in one after the other, it was only a matter of time before they wore the poor woman out.

Zuri had seen them show up with the tied-up woman only a few hours ago. Where she had come from was a mystery we would solve later.

For now, we would have to deal with the pirates before we could do anything to help her.

"Let me start this off." I pulled on Cyam's soul within my shadow. I pushed just a trickle of dark magic into shadow as I slid it along the forest floor.

Once it was within the pirate camp, I threw a surge of magic into it. Cyam blossomed into his full shadow horse glory in the middle of the revelry. I smiled, proud of my horse.

"Monster! We are under attack by a monster," one pirate shouted.

He tried to alert the others, but it wasn’t very successful among the jeering and drunken crowd surrounding him. His voice only carried to the closest pirates.

Before they could spread the word, Cyam turned and kicked the first pirate who had spotted him squarely in the face. The pirate’s nose crunched, spurting out blood.

"Fuck yeah." I clenched my fist as I watched my horse make quick work of the first pirate, following up by bashing his head into the second pirate.

"You need to give him a weapon," Emlyn said.

I turned to her like she was an idiot. "What? Do you want him to hold a sword with his hooves? Or maybe I'll put a dagger at the end of his bit."

Emlyn blinked, giving me the same staring right back. "How about a horn?" She grinned like a loon.

"You want me to turn Cyam into a unicorn! I refuse." There were some things that were sacred. Turning my best buddy Cyam into a unicorn was not going to happen.

But I took Emlyn’s suggestion to heart. Cyam needed something to hurt the pirates using, beyond stomping them with his hooves.

I looked back down.

While we had been arguing over what weapon to give Cyam, the pirate camp had quickly devolved into unbridled chaos. Pirates were falling over themselves trying to get away from the shadowy monster, while others brazenly picked up burning logs from the fires. Unfortunately for them, they were too drunk to realize the logs were burning them until they were already swinging the flaming wood at Cyam.

Meanwhile, Cyam was kicking and biting every pirate that got close to him, sending many of them flying backwards into some of the others. I wanted to cheer, but managed to remain quiet and keep our location a secret.

But among the chaos, a loud boom sounded, making my ears ring even from our current distance. I watched as something hit Cyam’s side, sending my horse skittering sideways, only for two more booms to send him toppling over.

Cheers and jeers rang up from the crowd as the pirates drew their weapons and tackled the downed horse. With well over a dozen of them on top of Cyam, the horse kicked and bit but was unable to get back to his feet.

Aurelia drew her sword with a ring of steel. "I think it is time that we stop letting Arden have all the fun."


Chapter 9


Before Aurelia could join the fight against the pirates and help defend Cyam, the figure of a satyr stepped out of the pleasure tent.

"Hmm, and what do we have here?" The short statured man who was half-goat gave a hearty belly laugh that made his midsection jiggle. "If you want to join the party, you should announce yourself."

He had a pitcher of wine in his hands that he waved about, sloshing the contents all over the ground.

"Let me handle this," I said, placing a hand on Aurelia to stop her. How difficult could a drunken man like this be?

"Are you sure?" Emlyn asked. "He isn't the captain of these pirates for nothing. I imagine he has more than a few tricks up his sleeves. Didn't the goddess say that he would be able to fog your mind."

We both knew what the goddess had said, so I didn’t answer. Emlyn was just reminding me to convince me to ask for help.

"Fine. I will take the captain. You guys can take your frustrations out on his crew and make sure they don’t gang up on me. Don't forget to capture the first mate.”

We had built the fort and were training in the mountains. I was not going to sit out of a fight where I could learn to practice my magic combat. It did no good for my anchors to take on any enemies. However, I wasn't about to lose my life because I was overconfident.

Aurelia needed no more encouragement, rushing out from where we were hidden to attack the pirate camp. The red-headed anchor blazed with brilliant fire as she cut down two men almost immediately.

While she seemed excited to go on the offensive, the rest of my anchors stayed close to me. Their priority was keeping me alive.

Now that I was a sitting duck, I started my assault. I threw a surge of dark magic into Cyam. The shadowy horse exploded into a maelstrom of dark magic. Using it, he shredded those around him and pulled himself back together between the pirate captain and me.

Cyam was completely uninjured after the move. More accurately, any damage he had suffered had been restored. Even pinned, the pirates had not been able to do much with their swords. That was proof enough to me that Cyam was just as powerful as any adept spell.

The captain of the pirates didn’t seem to be in any rush to stop Aurelia or myself from devastating his crew. In fact, he seemed more interested in drinking his wine as if being attacked was no concern to him.

With the surge of my will, Cyam rushed forward, brimming with magic as he charged towards the captain.

But as he grew closer, something strange occurred. My shadow horse missed the captain by a whole foot. The horse’s momentum carried him past the captain and into a tent where the polls snapped and the canvas collapsed around him.

In the same breath, I noticed Aurelia had become much less effective. She missed her next two swings as the pirates started to jump around her and jeer at her for missing. It was as if she were suddenly part of the party, and they were all dancing around and having a good time.

Several of the wounded pirates got up, sporting blood gushing from their heads only to throw back a cup of wine and keep on partying.

“Ard. I don’t feel so good.” Zuri braced herself and fired an arrow of light at the pirate captain.

The satyr didn’t miss a drop of his wine as the arrow breezed past his face, missing by several inches and sinking into a nearby tent pole.

Zuri bent over and hurled all over her boots.

Emlyn spared a glance with me, set her teeth, and shot off like a thunderclap, only to miss the captain too. She was closer; the captain had to step to the side to avoid her. But he was still able to dodge despite her speed, while it looked more like a drunken stumble. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

“Oh. You all will do wonderfully for the party, and you brought ladies!” He pumped his pitcher of wine in the air. “Bring on the whores!”

“The whores!” His men cheered even louder. Now the whole camp was moving forward to envelop us.

Izzy was frozen next to me. “You got this, right?” she asked me nervously.

I summoned a row of ice shards and fanned them out, throwing them everywhere. It seemed that he was hard to hit, so why aim? After all, just solving the problem by using more magic was my specialty.

The ice whizzed through the camp, cutting down tents, knocking over pots and stabbing into barrels only for them to spout wine.

The pirates took hits and laughed while the captain finally moved. He was fast. Not quite as fast as my anchors, but fast enough to bat aside three pieces of ice that would have otherwise harmed him.

That pitcher of his didn’t even dent while using it to block the ice. He took another large slug of wine and things started to get wobbly for me.

“Sir.” Maribelle’s tone was grave. “This is more difficult than we believed. If you are in danger, I will remove you from this situation.”

I glared at her. “We are a team. Either we are all removed or we all remain.”

“Your safety comes first.” Maribelle held her ground and stepped forward like she was ready to put herself in harm's way.

I gathered more ice and shot two more waves at the oncoming men. But the men were moving differently than a typical charge. It was like they weren’t in a rush, slowly coming to say hi despite their weapons being drawn.

It was an odd situation. The pirate captain wasn’t pushing to progress the fight. It felt more like he was stalling. And as I watched my anchors, I could see why he might not be concerned about time. Whatever effect he was using, it was growing.

Zuri wasn’t even able to stand on her own. Aurelia and Emlyn were barely hitting anything despite their skills with their weapons and their superhuman speed. Somehow, Emlyn had gotten distracted and stopped going for the captain and was now in a press of bodies trying to fight off a dozen men.

The captain was wearing down my women using minimal damage. His goal was capture. I was not going to let that happen.

“Cyam, go wild. Do as much damage as you can.” I fed the horse plenty of magic, and it started to charge around about a foot off the ground as it flew into everyone and everything. The horse had zero coordination like it had finished a while barrel of wine itself.

Whatever the pirate captain was doing, it had also manipulated Cyam’s charge, which meant it wasn’t physical. Cyam had no physical body. The effect was likely on some level of the soul or perception.

The captain sipped from his pitcher as he sidestepped Aurelia with ease. The manticore of a woman had come barreling out of her group.

“Oh. Going to fight? You know, Avente mages have a pretty astounding reputation. I see fire, lightning, and shadows. A three-sphere mage? I hear those are quite rare and powerful. On the seas, you could make something of yourself.”

As he spoke those words, the idea was followed by a sense of giddiness. It soaked into the pleasurable crevices of my brain, and I found myself wanting to hear more of his thoughts.

The ground started to quake and the sky spun around me.

I paused, trying to will myself to understand that it was not real.

I suddenly felt like the time Simon had goaded me into a drinking contest and I found myself holding onto the table leg waiting for the world to stop trying to toss me out of the tavern.

Magic flooded into my body, and I immediately drew on my life magic to heal myself. Sure enough, I managed to regain my footing, even if the ground around me seemed to still be swaying back and forth.

Thankfully, my specialty did not require precision. I was not going to let my women be taken from me. It was time to start blowing shit up. Fire seemed like a great idea right about now.

I clenched my fist around a small seed of fire, blowing more and more mana into it while he talked.

“We can take the women too. They’ll love it with the crew. My blessing will have them howling with pleasure right alongside us. Life’s just one big party.” He took a sloppy slug of his wine.

Every time he drank, it was like I was trying to balance on a stool missing one of its legs. The little ball of fire sputtered in my hand, burning it in the process while my focus slipped.

It was far too difficult to think clearly under the effects of his blessing, which I had to assume was causing the current confusion to my anchors and me.

“Sure. Let’s shake hands. Then we can do all the things and drink more. I could really use a drink and a seat,” I chuckled.

The captain grinned from ear to ear. “That’s the spirit! It’ll get better. You’ll acclimate to the feeling. Most of the crew does after a week, but an Avente mage? You’ll have it down in a couple of days. By that time, the ladies will all have settled in. Oh, what’s this?” He squinted at Izzy as he stepped up towards me.

“Izzy Stormheart.” The pirate stood taller, bravery in the face of what she certainly thought was a situation going south.

“A treasure indeed. Last I saw you, it looked like you’d just rolled in a barrel of soot. You clean up nicely.”

I could barely hold the fire in my hand as I continued to compress it. I didn’t want him to spot the fire and react.

A small tickle in the back of my mind warned me about what I was doing.

I knew Emlyn would be reminding me about the time that I had to regrow my eyebrows playing with fire like what I was growing in my hand, but another part of my brain just wanted to make a big explosion.

I let any concerns I had slip out the back of my brain and into the wobbly ground. I was ready to take action, and mostly, I just wanted to blow something up.

The captain continued forward until he was within an arm's length. It took everything I had to focus on keeping the fire contained within my hand. I only needed to hold on a little longer as I raised my fist.

Opening it for a handshake, I ruined any further surprise as light of the fire began pouring out of my hand. I got to see the satyr's look of abject horror for just a moment before my vision was swallowed in the bright orange light of an explosion.

Maribelle was next to me as the explosion ripped out of my hand, grabbing my shoulders and rolling me away from the expanding fireball before pushing me to the ground and covering me with her own body.

The maid’s eyes were wide as she pressed me down. “Idiot!”

“Did it work?” I hiccupped, sounding drunk, even to myself. And from my time in the tavern, I knew that if you thought you sounded drunk, it was likely far worse.

Maribelle rolled again, lifting me to my feet and forcing my hands together. “Heal yourself.” Her own dress was half missing and bad burns along her shoulder had her skin ripped open.

I went to heal her, but the burnt and peeled skin was already folding itself back smooth, and the black and red burns disappeared before my eyes.

“Heal. Your. Self.” Maribelle grabbed my face for me to focus.

I didn’t look at my body to see the damage I had done, mostly because there were some mental images I did not think I needed to store. That choice turned out to be the right one, as I started to heal myself and could tell the extent of the injuries just based on the process of the healing.

The feeling in my hands healed next, and I gasped, realizing just how bad my wounds must have been for me to lose that.

“It’ll get better,” Maribelle promised. “Just keep healing.”

I glanced behind her. The satyr was being helped up by several of the crew. The short pudgy man was smoldering both literally and figuratively.

He had good reason to be mad. I’d ruined his party. And now one of his cheeks was missing and the eye on that side had congealed from the heat. Wisps of smoke were still coming off his hair.

That was going to leave a mark.

But whatever strength he had from his blessing prevented him from wallowing in pain on the ground. With the initial help of his crew, he got to his feet and growled low.

Maribelle was so focused on me, fretting over my injuries, that it took her a second to follow my gaze to the pirates that were looking far less jovial than they had before the blast.

Those that weren’t blessed by a god had taken the explosion far harder and were down where they’d fallen. Thankfully, it seemed I had at least managed to redirect most of the blast towards them.

Zuri was still braced against her tree while Izzy had been blown away and would need some healing, but that could be managed.

“You.” Maribelle’s tone was low and dangerous. “You hurt him.” She stepped back away from me and turned towards the pirate captain with her head cocked to the side.

I knelt to the ground, pulling on Cyam. My horse melted into the ground amid the camp where he had been creating havoc. Following my nudges, he slid along the ground.

Maribelle’s anger exploded, and she charged forward with a dagger, missing the satyr with her blitz, but she managed to cut his clothes several times, leaving behind thin lines of blood.

“I will kill you!” Maribelle shrieked and pressed him further back.

She was so focused on him that she didn’t see another pirate run up and skewer her with a long spear.

Either that, or she just didn’t care.

Maribelle used the spear to grab onto said pirate’s hand and snapped the spear once she got a hold of it, only to rip the spear out of herself and bury it in the pirate’s gut.

“Can’t miss if I’m holding onto you,” she growled.

“Kill the mage!” the satyr shouted, suddenly in a panic after witnessing Maribelle’s savageness.

Not many would allow themselves to be speared through in order to better attack, only those who could heal such injuries. Maribelle was shrugging off the cuts, her skin and armor knitting back together as she fought.

She tore towards the captain through several other pirates.

“You can’t kill her; she’s just going to regenerate. Kill the mage! Do not let him get away!” His voice took on a panicked tone.

I had a little more sense in me. Either the pain had cleared my head, or whatever the captain was doing had been interrupted.

Slamming my hands down to the ground, spikes of stone erupted all around me, skewering several pirates that had been following the captain’s orders and blocking the rest of them.

The captain charged me as well, jumping over several of the spikes with footing that only a mountain goat could match before he jumped over my barricade. I noted that his hand no longer held a pitcher; he was now wielding an ornate dagger with a wine-red pommel.

At the same time, Cyam’s shadow finally reached me, exploding into place in front of me like a shield. The horse held his footing as the dagger slammed into his side with a force that was oversized for the captain’s stature.

As Cyam took the hit, I let the ground pull me backwards, adding another layer of spikes to stop him from getting to me quite so easily again. Cyam erupted, tearing several more holes in the pirate before forming a giant hoof in the air above him.

I slammed my hand down, the gesture giving me focus for everything I was trying to do at once. The spikes bent, many of them cracking in the process, but the purpose was to cage the captain in as the giant dark magic hoof slammed down with enough force to make the mountain under our feet rumble.

Assuming the hoof could hold him for a moment, I kept the pressure up and blew a jet of hot fire low under the lip of the hoof to cook anything that might exist inside of it.

Fire spurt out from under the hoof between chunks of stone.

Pirates were trying to get to me, but Maribelle fought them like a cornered animal, preventing any of them from actually reaching me. She took cuts from the swords without fear while she used her dagger and her fist to send them reeling back. She really was rather terrifying.

At some point of cooking the pirate captain under the dark hoof, I felt steadier on my feet, and Emlyn crashed into the pirates like a thunderclap and Aurelia a wild fire as she took out her frustration on those poor saps who were still alive. It looked like we were all coming out of whatever effect the captain had put on us.

Izzy held her head and stood next to me. “They are all pretty crazy, aren’t they?”

“Well, I mean… I don’t really blame them. That had to be very frustrating. Their skills failed after all their training and those pirates weren’t going to let any of us out of this easily.”

Assuming the captain was either dead or severely weakened by that point for us all to be feeling better, I dismissed my efforts to crush him. With a wave of my hand, Cyam reappeared at my side with a loud whinny, seeking praise.

“What a good boy.” I scratched the spot he liked under his chin while I put a hand on Izzy and opened my sphere of the serpent to heal her.

“Feels nice,” Izzy groaned. “The knot in my back’s been there for years.”

“Do me a favor and help Zuri over here. The effects should be wearing off.” I nodded towards the archer who was still looking a little green.

“That one can’t hold her liquor. Calling it already.” Izzy didn’t mind and rushed off to get her.

I held my ground, watching over the three anchors that looked like they were fighting an army on their own. The captain’s crew was ridiculously large.

Feeling good that my anchors could now take on the other pirates, I glanced over at the pile of rocks where I’d crushed the captain. As I watched, the rocks shifted slightly, and there was a deep huff from underneath them.

The rocks bulged and toppled off as a much larger figure than I was expecting threw rocks off of himself.

He was badly burnt, but I could still see that he was far less human than before. Fur now covered him all the way to his face, which was framed in a dark beard.

Long, white fangs gleamed as he grimaced back at me. There was a lack of sense in his eyes as he watched me like a piece of meat.

One second he was there, the next he was right in front of me with his hands transformed into large, wicked claws, one of which was swung over his shoulders, ready to come crashing down on me.


Chapter 10


Aflash of light was the only warning I received before Zuri’s arrow knocked me off my feet and the pirate captain’s claws tore into the space where I had previously been standing.

I didn’t even try to brace my fall. Instead, I pulled on my magic to fire more shards of ice that impacted the hulking new form. It had the same goat legs as the captain, but just about everything else had changed, including gleaming fangs in his mouth and goat horns curling out of his head. Not to mention he was easily three times his former size.

Each of the shards grew on impact, and I tried to cage him in a block of ice. The pirate captain was certainly fast, but I hoped he wasn’t strong enough to break out of the ice cage on his own.

That hope died quickly as he shattered the ice on his arm, followed by tearing each of his legs free from the ground. He bled for it, but that didn’t seem to bother him one bit.

That meant it was time to try my next move. Using earth magic to slide along the ground, I threw up walls around the pirate captain to try and contain him. After all of the recent work on the mountain fort, standing up the walls was second nature.

In fact, they were smooth and refined to the point I might just call them a spell.

I paused as he slammed his body against the one-foot slab. I broke into a grin as he wasn’t able to break through. I quickly pinned him in on either side before sliding a slab with a small window on top.

I wiped at my brow and put a hand to my injured shoulder and pumped magic into it. Zuri had gone easy on me with that arrow and the injury was a small price to pay for not having my face torn off.

Now that the rush of battle was fading, the injury was really starting to hurt.

“Thanks for that, Zuri.” Life magic suffused my injury as Maribelle landed on top of the stone prison and cut a hand that was trying to claw its way out.

“That’s for hurting him.” She spat into the hole and turned to face Zuri, some of that same fervor in her eyes. “Thank you for saving him.”

Zuri grinned. “You are welcome. The rest of us want to keep him alive too, maybe even more than you do.”

“Enough of that. Both of you need to come here and get your healing. You can fight over who wants me alive the most later.” I smiled, trying to infuse some humor into the situation.

Emlyn groaned, half out of hearing me and half from her wounds. “Don’t suppose you could count me in on that too?” At least she’d kept enough of her senses to still capture the first mate. At least, I assumed the unconscious man she was holding over her shoulder was the first mate.

“The competition for my love?” I asked, grinning as I teased her.

She was less than amused and stopped right in front of me for a kiss.

I laid one on her, watching as her injuries closed and her armor knitted itself back together. Finally, her hair grew back out to the length she liked. “All better. Can’t let you turn all grungy on me.”

The trapped pirate captain, who was now more monster than man, roared from within his cell and smashed against the stone.

“So… this is all… uh… interesting. But are you going to fucking kill him or try and turn him to your harem or something?” Izzy hesitated.

I shuddered at the thought. “Alright, let’s just flood that space with death magic. Gotta kill him and make a show of it. Also, no, I don’t fuck goats.”

Opening a small hole in the side, big enough for a fist, I pushed my formless death magic into the area.

Unlike the other magic I used, death magic didn’t hold a form nearly as well as say stone or ice. Even fire was better than death magic. It just moved in whisps and splashes. Though, if I mastered a few spells, that would probably change.

Melida’s wraiths occurred to me, and I shuddered at the destruction those could do now that I understood magic a lot better. For me, if I was dealing with a fast opponent, I needed to trap them first.

I continued to push the death magic in as the pirate captain turned particularly violent. His fur lost its luster and his eyes turned milky white before he collapsed in the prison and eventually went still.

“Lovely.” Maribelle clapped her hands together. “Drop a wall for me and I’ll ensure he’s done.”

I did so and she stepped in casually like she was taking out the trash and began stabbing him repeatedly in the vitals before slitting his throat.

“All done.” She dusted off her hands.

“Right.” I stepped forward, the goddess’ pendant in my hand.

“Wait, are we sure that’s the best idea?” Izzy asked. “I mean, we just watched him turn into a fucking monster.”

I shrugged. “Seemed to me like he was already a monster. The only thing that changed was how he looked.” I dipped my pendant into his blood, and the move felt like when I had heard music for the first time.

There was just a resonance as the pendant dangled in his blood and a chill passed through my body. After that, everything was done.

I stood, feeling far more refreshed, as if I hadn’t just fought for my life. And my mind was much clearer.

“That's it?” Emlyn asked, working to tie up her hostage properly.

“That’s it. I think,” I said. “Not exactly a professional at this.”

The pirate captain’s body rippled and returned to a human form. Even the goat legs were now gone. It seemed that whatever power had created his blessing was now gone, likely sucked up by the goddess. Hopefully, it was a good meal. I’d much rather that she eat monsters than maids.

She’d said that something in the pendant would now benefit me. We would see in the future just how much.

Aurelia made her way back over to us, her hair puffed up from the action and a few flecks of blood dotting her kingdom blues. “Glad that’s over.”

“Me too.” I held out my hand for hers. “We should go get a drink to celebrate.”

Their reactions were varied. Zuri turned green, Emlyn rolled her eyes, and Aurelia shook her head vehemently.

The only one who seemed unaffected was Maribelle. “I’ll see if there are any undamaged barrels in their camp.” She grinned.

“Hey, were you not as affected?” Emlyn asked.

Maribelle cocked her head. “No. I was effectively drunk. However, I had no issues with focusing on what was important.” She glanced at me and then skipped off through the carnage to find some wine.

“Yeah. Don’t get her drunk.” Izzy nodded her head. “Or if you do, you should tie her down.”

“She’s fine.” I waved my hand. Maribelle wasn’t that bad. She was my little crazy maid. Emphasis on ‘my’. While she was likely a danger to many people, she wasn’t to me.

Aurelia finally took my hand, and I kissed the back of hers, dumping the life magic from my recent use of death magic. After that, our entire group was healed up. We just had to move through the camp for anything useful.

I turned Cyam into a shadow version of a horse and cart; somehow, the horse was more willing to add something that normal to it. Emlyn threw her captive on it as we began to move through the pirate camp.

Anything of even moderate value was taken, but sadly, there wasn’t a whole lot. Thankfully, they had some food. There were hard biscuits that could have been used as weapons and lots of dried beans. The one item we found in excess was wine. They had a whole tent full of barrels that managed to survive.

Emlyn picked up one of their weapons and frowned at it before swinging the big saber around vigorously, only for the blade to snap from her strength. “These blades are shit.”

“They are kind of the last resort.” Izzy shrugged. “If you are using your blade, you had better have already intimidated the shit out of them and or put a few holes in their boat.”

Zuri came out of the pleasure tent with a scowl on her face. “They are all unconscious; there’s three of them.”

“Let them sleep,” I offered, glancing at Emlyn. “I’d rather not bring them back to the fort. Think we could rotate someone out here to keep a watch on them and then make sure we can get them home tomorrow?”

“We can do that. Poor things must be exhausted if they slept through that battle.” Emlyn glanced at the tent, wincing.

I turned back to Zuri. “Do any of them need immediate healing?”

“Bruises mostly. I think healing can wait until they’ve rested. Magic can heal the flesh, but they need rest.” Zuri frowned.

“Fucking pirates. We let them off too easily.” Aurelia drew her sword and cut one of the corpses from skull to crotch in a swift strike.

“Where was that sort of cut earlier?” I teased her.

She turned, glaring at me. “That stupid goat man’s ability is more difficult to deal with than you understand. Not only was it like I was stumbling out of a tavern at daybreak, but my ability to focus and use my magic was severely hampered. My magic kept sputtering at various levels of strength.”

Emlyn was nodding in agreement. “I’d rather fight some hulking brute than another of those. Now imagine that loss of balance on a boat. He was a pirate after all.”

Both of the anchors shared a shudder.

“They can probably just hit another boat with that ability and watch them all fall overboard,” Aurelia grumbled and rolled another body over, cutting a coin purse off his belt and hefting it to check its contents before adding it to the line of purses already tied to her waist.

“Throw the crappy blades on the cart anyway.” I motioned to Emlyn. “Maybe I can play with using my earth magic to manipulate metal. I haven’t really had a bunch of cheap metal that I don’t have to worry about breaking.”

Emlyn shrugged and tossed the blades in the pile.

The sky was starting to get dark and I wanted to get back to the fort. “Emlyn, Aurelia, are you two okay staying here and sorting through the remaining things? I’ll have Zuri and Maribelle come relieve you part way through the night. We’ll be back in the morning to bring the rest back and get the ladies back home.”

“Suits me.” Aurelia set her sword in a firepit that had burned down to coals to relight them and tossed some pieces of a broken tent on it to stoke it to life. “We have light to work by and I’m still restless from the fighting.”

Emlyn for her part just shrugged. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“Come on.” I waved to Izzy, Maribelle and Zuri. “Izzy, keep an eye on the captive and you can all ride in the wagon.” I hopped on Cyam. He felt the same as he did in life and clicked my tongue as the ladies hopped on.

“This is safe, right? The shadow monster is completely under your control?” Izzy required a little reassurance as she stepped on the carriage.

“Oh yeah. Cyam is a good boy. I’m not going to say that he doesn’t bite, but he won’t take too much. Alright, let’s go. Heya!” I cracked Cyam’s reins as Izzy screamed and Maribelle grabbed her to keep her on the cart.

Both of the anchors were trying to calm her down as Cyam cantered into the air and back to the fort. With a shadowy horse powered by dark magic, we made it back to the fort quickly.

“See. That wasn’t bad.” I spun around in Cyam’s saddle to see Izzy still breathing heavily. “Now we can unload.”

“You are crazier than a hornwallow in mating season,” Izzy said breathlessly.

“No. I’m funny. There’s a very large difference. I thought you liked to sail through storms? Aren’t you about the thrill?” I asked.

“Not while flying on a monster.” Izzy gave Cyam a skeptical look.

“Cyam isn’t a monster.” I slid off his back and cradled his head. “Take that back. Cyam is a good boy.”

Maribelle leaned over and said something in Izzy’s ear.

She stared back at me and let out a heavy sigh. “It was a little fun when I wasn’t thinking about him eating me.”

“See? Also, Cyam would much prefer apples over human flesh.” I pulled out an apple that I’d found among the pirates. It was in poor condition, but Cyam would love it.

The shadowy horse took a large crunch out of it as I held it up in my palm.

Zuri watched and paused mid-unloading of the cart. “But Cyam doesn’t need to eat.”

“He doesn’t eat?” Izzy asked.

“No, he feeds off energy from my soul.” I embellished for the woman who didn’t understand magic. “He just likes the way apples crunch. Probably not that much different than bones now that I think about it.” At this point, I was just having fun.

The horse made of darkness bobbed his head as he chewed.

“Oh. He feeds off souls… much better.” Izzy hesitated.

Maribelle shrugged. “I feed off his soul too.”

“You could be a demoness,” Izzy muttered, but that only made Maribelle smile as she carried in an armload of swords without much caution.

“Magic goes through the soul,” Zuri clarified. “He feeds them both magic.”

I pouted as she ruined it.

“Oh.” Izzy struggled with a barrel that Zuri came by and lifted with ease. Her skin glowed slightly in the dusk as she used some of my magic. “That makes a lot more sense.” Izzy grabbed a few smaller items.

Tendrils of shadow pulled out of Cyam’s tail and picked up a few items without me prompting him. I was impressed at him shifting his form so drastically.

Wonder if he would get better at that as time went. Maybe being called a monster gave him the idea to be creative. Oh well, he was my Cyam, of course, he was amazing.

“Good boy. Thank you for helping.” I rubbed his muzzle as he chomped happily on the rest of the apple. Soon he had five large limbs coming out from his back to pick up items and carry them over to the door.

“That’s the first horse I’ve seen with giant tentacles.” Izzy came back out of the door and gave Cyam and his tentacles a wide berth, only to find the cart now empty.

Zuri raised an eyebrow, watching Cyam work. “Are you sure that’s okay, Ard?”

“Not at all, but I think Cyam is getting more and more used to his new body, isn’t that right?” I continued to dote on him until he finished the apple. “Want to rest, boy?”

Cyam let out a whiny and collapsed into my shadow.

A wet plop of something hitting the ground sounded. The chewed-up apple was now splattered on the ground. It wasn’t like he actually had a stomach to digest it.

“I was wondering about that.” Maribelle tilted her head. “The weapons have been put in the store room that you wanted. Now what do we do with the pirate?”

“Simple.” I grinned. “Bring him with.”

I walked into the fort, opening up one of the walls with a wave of my hands and making a short hallway. Once I was clear of the other rooms, I made little rooms jutting off from the new hallway, three on each side.

“Let’s be sure that he doesn’t have any tricks up his sleeves.” I made a hole in the ground, putting the stone to the side of the room. “Stick him in there.”

Maribelle did as I instructed.

The man was actually decently well dressed for a pirate. He looked more like a noble whose clothes were a little roughed up from a fun night out than someone who spent months at a time at sea.

“Do you want me to hold onto him or just drop him in?”

“Oh, right. Let’s keep him upright. Yep, just like that.” I let the stone melt away from the side and pool around him, solidifying until he was encased in stone in the small pit up to his shoulder.

“You could very easily bury people.” Maribelle’s eyes gleamed with a strange delight.

“I guess so.” I wasn’t sure why that was so exciting, but that answer was for another time. Something told me she wanted me to bury her as part of being caught or maybe I was off the mark. Sometimes she was impossible for me to get a read on. “It should hold him, and we can feed and talk to him then.”

Maribelle nodded and stepped out of the room for me to make a wall with a window at eye level. No one would be able to get in the area without me or perhaps a pickaxe to break down the wall.

“Come on. Let’s get everyone some sleep so that you guys can rotate out with Emlyn and Aurelia.” I waved Maribelle back down the hall.

Izzy was demonstrating how to dip the rolls in water and cook them a little longer so they were no longer as hard as stone.

“Let me.” Maribelle danced into the kitchen and started to prepare a meal.

“I’m going to check in with the goddess,” I told the group, seeing that dinner was going to take a little bit at least.

“The prisoner sealed away?” Zuri asked.

“Yep, and I’ll seal the front door to be extra safe. Love you too,” I chuckled, and with a wave of my hand, the front door became part of the stone wall.

Having magic was fucking awesome.

Moving on, I walked to the goddess’ statue. I pulled the pendant from where it rested against my chest, noticing a little blood still on it that I had failed to wipe off in my hurry.

As I knelt by the statue, I took the hem of my shirt and worked to rub off the remaining blood. “Hey, Goddess, wanted to check in and make sure that was all done right. I felt a little something.”

The sense of her checking on me came again but she didn’t say anything.

I cleared my throat. “Oh wonderful Goddess, have I mentioned how beautiful and powerful you were the other day when you showed up? Really, a guy could start to have thoughts about a woman of that beauty.”

There was a mental clearing of her throat in the back of my mind. What was that? I missed it?

“Nothing, just singing your praises. I did the thing, did it work?”

That was wonderful. There was a slight thrill in her tone. I had not known that the drunk fool would have put so much of himself in the pirate. She seemed both particularly pleased and also hated the god behind the pirate captain.

“They say that it's done for offerings.” The thought of asking her for something similar went through my mind, but then I pushed it aside. I had my magic and I didn’t need more. Thinking of the spells that my grandfather and Aurelia’s grandfather had used back in Hidavente came to mind. That was plenty of power, and I had a path to that already. Although, I knew Izzy was definitely interested given she had no magic.

It is fine, you may ask.

“No. I don’t need it, and I think I will hold off on having an answer for Izzy. While she’s been good, I’m not really trusting enough to give her something like the power of the pirate captain.”

Wise. The goddess seemed unusually satisfied with that answer.

“Just checking in. I did the pendant in the blood thing right?” I held up the pendant and found the blood to all be gone. Satisfied, I put it back in my shirt.

Yes. The blessing contains a bit of the god and their power. I ate it and gave you a portion.

“I guess goddess leftovers are still pretty nice,” I joked.

She chuckled in my mind. Yes, they are still quite nice. Something that many would gladly kill for. She seemed to pause. If you can kill nine more, I will grant one of your anchors a measure of power.

I must be too easy to read because she didn’t offer it to me, but instead offered to fortify one of the women I cared deeply about. “I’ll think about it. Not sure if I’m going to find nine more in the mountains, unless you can help with that?”

There was a long pause from the goddess that I thought she might have left.

I could likely gather some of the same from mages and anchors. Though I can see there is little appeal in you to slaughter for power. I do not entirely understand. You must know that your country will use you in their war.

She wasn’t wrong.

“I’m not going to become your little killer,” I warned her.

Nor would I ask it. Instead, I will leave the offer on the table. If you find yourself in a situation where you must kill, I will take them as offerings.

I dipped my head in understanding, but I was still slightly uneasy at the thought. “Thank you.” I kept my mind purposefully bland as I stood. “Enjoy the snack, and see you later, Missy.”

It wasn’t the time to prolong the conversation with her, not with what was on my mind. Using my nickname for her made her leave with a small huff that I wasn’t sure I was supposed to hear.


Chapter 11


Iwalked beside Emlyn back to the pirate camp. Having distanced my mind from the thoughts I’d been having the previous night, I finally let myself dwell on them.

The goddess could gain the same power from mages and anchors as she could these other people blessed by gods. Add onto that the fact that she was the goddess of magic, it made me wonder just where could magic have come from originally?

History on that was vague to say the least. It was mired in the egos of mages who for generations had made magic their own. Many of the houses, and the rulers of Avente in general, liked to say that magic was in their blood and thus made them superior.

Now I wondered if it was given to them by a god and passed down for generations. Could Missy know more about that, or could she be related to that?

Those thoughts made me quiet as I floated myself, Emlyn, and Aurelia back to the pirate camp.

“Everything all right?” Emlyn asked, perceptive as ever.

“Just thinking about a few things. The goddess is the goddess of magic, just wondering if she knows where Avente magic came from,” I simplified my thoughts.

Aurelia snorted. “It is in our blood.”

I didn’t say anything, but I was not surprised that the daughter of a proud mage house wouldn’t give credence to anything else for their power.

Emlyn’s gaze flickered back to me then outwards as the pirate camp came into view. “It looks a lot worse in the daylight.” Emlyn grimaced as we neared the camp.

The pirates were all piled up, stripped of their valuables, and discarded like trash. Meanwhile, there were two piles of items sorted out. To my surprise, there weren’t three people working, but six.

I landed the sheet of ice, and had the ground open up to swallow the pirates. They weren’t worth the eyesore.

One of the ladies shrieked while another pulled her down to bow to me.

“Sir Mage, thank you for coming,” the woman who was pushing her fellow down spoke loudly.

“Ard.” Zuri waved. “We are just about done. The last thing to settle is your opinion. We sorted out what we wanted.” She gestured to one pile. “The village girls sorted out another pile that they’d like to keep.”

It was clearly too large for them to carry, even in multiple loads. I wasn’t sure how far the trip was, but it was unlikely they’d be able to take it all.

“Sir Mage. We’ll happily carry back what we can now. You can leave it here and we’ll get men from the village to come get it.” The bowing lady still didn’t look up at me.

“Stop staring at the ground. Ard won’t mind,” Emlyn scoffed. “Ard, I th—”

I stopped her by rolling my eyes. “Of course they can take what they’ve found. In fact, let’s make sure we are only taking the food that we will use. On our next trip into the port, we’ll just get anything we are missing.”

I felt for wherever they came from, it couldn’t be an easy life if ripped tent cloth was among what they considered ‘valuable’. Then again, most of my village would have wanted that too.

Finally, the lady looked up, her eyes shining with tears.

I was a sucker for crying women. I couldn’t imagine what they’d gone through. If giving them some of the pirate’s possessions made it at all easier for them to bear, I’d do it in a heartbeat.

We had already brought back enough scrap metal and weapons that I could play with my earth magic to my heart’s content. Having something besides smoked meat would probably do us some serious good in the long run. Yet I had the resources now to get anything else I wanted to make the stay in the fort more comfortable. It would just have to be after a trip to the port.

“Thank you, Sir Mage.” Both of them were starting to cry.

I turned my head to find the third villager; she was walking around with a blank face, sorting through the items. Everyone dealt with trauma differently. I left her to deal with it how she wanted.

“Alright, let’s get going. I suspect we have a ways to go to get you all home?” I asked, making a new sheet of ice. This one was large enough to carry the expanded group and half a dozen barrels stuffed to the brim. The ice wasn’t as fast as Cyam, but I also didn’t want to spook the villagers.

We had truly done a number on the camp given that so little remained. The mountain wilds would reclaim it in short order.

“How’s the prisoner?” Izzy asked, stepping onto the ice with more confidence than the shadow cart the other day.

I watched, finding it interesting that because the floating ice wasn’t living like Cyam, it seemed to freak her out less. “We watered him and left him. When we get back, he’ll be ready to say more, I suspect.”

“You make him sound more like a garden than a prisoner,” Zuri chuckled and lifted a barrel onto the ice.

“I really think they are about the same. You water and wait for things to sprout.” I shrugged, not really wanting to think any more about the situation. Torture seemed pointless to me. I’d just check in on him until he was ready to talk; it wasn’t like he was going anywhere.

Wanting to get a move on our trip, I lifted the platform of ice and headed in the direction that the village girls pointed.
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Even using my magic to travel, it took us a good portion of the day to make it to the village where the women had been kidnapped.

It was on the inside of the Leviathan’s Crest, nestled in the foothills. The village looked like a stack of toothpicks from here, but I knew it had around a hundred people.

Our approach was seen from far away. The glimmering sheet of ice was hard to miss in the last few hours of daylight. Men with drawn bows lined the palisade wall closest to us. Many of them looked proficient with those bows as they patiently tracked me through the air.

“I’m going to go down there and make sure they put down those bows.” Emlyn hopped off, and with a boom, closed the distance between her and the village in several breaths.

“Wow.” Sara was the most talkative of the village ladies. “She’s such a powerful anchor. Moves faster than a monster.”

“Eats faster than one too,” I joked. “She has this thing about ice cream, you can barely keep her fed.”

Zuri at least snickered at my comments.

The two village ladies gaped at me while the other one still sat against the barrels. I had healed all three of them of any physical wounds on the way here. That had made the former two open up to me.

“You can’t say that about Lady Emlyn.” Lara almost smacked my shoulder, but stopped at the last moment. She cast a wary glance at Maribelle and dropped her hand.

I was glad that they were getting comfortable. They had amused me quite a bit on the way to the village. “I can and I did. She doesn’t mind.”

“She minds a little.” Zuri pinched her fingers. “That’s their thing, though. Emlyn and Mage Arden like to tease each other constantly.”

The two ladies nodded and Sara spoke up, “They are courting, so it’s normal for them to be very close.”

“Grew up together,” I stated by way of explanation.

“Which only makes them so much worse,” Aurelia sighed and shook her head.

We all laughed, and I kept moving forward, seeing the bows lower as someone talked to Emlyn. I was glad we weren’t going to be shot at and have to pull the arrows out. We could have healed, but not digging arrows out of my skin was always an improvement.

We glided over the wall and landed amid what seemed to be everyone in the village rushing out to greet the three we had rescued. This village was far smaller than the village that I had grown up in, in terms of space, but at first glance, it held almost twice the people.

This village wasn’t built around farming. There weren't more than a few vegetable gardens by the houses. These people probably made their living off hunting herbs and beasts in the mountains.

An elder man from the village came up and fiercely grabbed my hand, despite Maribelle’s glares. “Thank you, Sir Mage. Please, our village is a humble one, but I would like to give up my home for you to sleep here tonight. We can never repay your generosity in saving those whom we love.” He was tearing up.

I waved my hands in front of me. “Thank you, but we’ll head back tonight.”

My stomach growled at my statement. The trip had been a little longer than I’d expected, and Emlyn had packed lunch but not dinner. The possibility of staying was interesting, but I was not going to kick this man out of his own home.

In my initial sweep of the area, I hadn’t seen anything that resembled a tavern. Compared to a farming village, this place was really poorly developed.

Then again, up against the mountains, there was no reason for a merchant to stop at the village for a few hours to trade and be on their way. The only thing a merchant valued more than someone else’s coin was their own time.

The old man grinned at me. “At least let us throw a small feast together for you.” His eyes tracked to the barrels that my anchors were unloading from the sheet of ice. “Yes. We can gather something quickly. Please stay.”

I wanted to argue with him again, but another thought occurred to me. “Sure. While we are waiting, mind if we sit down and talk? I’d love to get some information.”

The old man grimaced and nodded like I was going to take a pound of flesh from him. Rather than clarify, I let him lead me away.

I didn’t get more than a few steps before Maribelle and Emlyn became my shadows, trailing behind me while Zuri and Aurelia helped with the barrels.

The old man led me back to a long house in the center of the village. Already, there was a large fire pit out front with villagers bringing food out of their homes and starting to prepare for a large fire.

“We’ll celebrate their return and hopefully remind them of the kindness that exists here to support them.”

“You already know what happened?” I asked.

“It doesn’t take much experience to know why Yula is like she is. She left two weeks ago with her freshly married husband.” The old man glanced back at the woman who hadn’t spoken the whole way. “Pirates winter in the mountains. The summer brings bandits. If it were monsters, there wouldn’t be anything left of them to save.”

“Ah.” That was horrible. “We killed the pirates that captured them.” There was a new edge in my tone. “How can you live like this?”

“It was better before the war. At least then, the bandits and pirates were culled regularly.” He eyed me.

“That’s what I’m doing, though I suspect in past years they sent more than a few fresh faces from the Enclave. Truthfully, we are out hunting a corrupted, not pirates. The pirates are just a bonus while we hunt,” I admitted to him.

The old man winced. “I see. Thank you then for saving them. I do have some coin that I have stored here for such an occasion.” He stepped into his home and started to move around various objects.

I only shook my head and took a seat on a stool. “No, what I want most of all is information. Monsters, pirates, and most of all this corrupted that I was sent here to hunt. I mean no offense, sir…”

“That’s only something you say before you offend someone.” The old man had a grin on his face. “Just skip that part and tell me to keep my gold.”

“Keep your gold. If I wanted gold, there are easier ways for me to make it. I’ll take what I want from the pirates and strip the monsters to sell at Faylin.” I drummed my fingers. “The corrupted has become something of a personal quest. All in all, if you have any guidance as to where I can find things to kill, I need those.”

Emlyn leaned against the wall behind me while Maribelle demurely put her hands in front of her while she waited on me.

They went a long way to sell my ‘nobleness’. Which I probably could use a little help with given my informality. Luckily, I did speak villager rather well, and my status as a mage had gained me a certain degree of respect right from the start.

“I see,” he mumbled. “There are some that my village relies on.” He rubbed his chin, clearly hesitant to give me much. “A cave with blind monstrous fish makes for excellent catches once a season.”

“What danger do blind fish have?” I asked curiously.

“Bony spines. Most of the knives here are made from them,” he said. “Others we fear disturbing because they play a role in the broader ecosystem that supports us.”

“Not a single pest in the area?” I hazarded, wanting to walk away with something.

“The cave with the fish has recently been a little too full of the bats that live there,” he added thoughtfully.

I raised a stone platform up through a large gap in the flooring and made a table of sand in the center of it.

“So, if we are here.” I pointed to a spot and suddenly had an X in the sand. “Then where are these bats?” I added a few of the peaks that we had passed for some measure of distance and direction.

The old man understood the mountain range near him well enough to make immediate sense of the map and start marking a few spots. “I’d ask that you not kill all of the bats, simply cull them.” He pointed to one spot. “Up here, rumor is there is another pirate camp, and one here.”

The last one made me chuckle. “Right up against a cave?”

He nodded.

“They are gone. I found them last week.” I nodded at him.

The reminder of what I could do made his expression grave for a moment before he continued. “There is also an elder wyrm here. The kind that could destroy cities.” He pointed much deeper into the mountains down the coast.

“Noted. Don’t play with the giant lizard.” I ingrained that one into my mind.

“Please don’t,” the old man agreed. “The longer it sleeps, the better for everyone. The cascade of monsters from the mountains every time it wakes is disastrous to villages like mine.”

“Are there many?” I was curious if we could find more and gather information that way.

He marked two little circles on the map. Given the vague scale of the map, they would be difficult for me to get to from the fort even with Cyam in a single day.

Still, getting a lay of the land never hurt.

“This is what we know about the nearby area.” He stopped at that point.

I was sure he had more he could share, but either the information was on hunting grounds he’d rather not be disturbed or things that were important to his village. I wouldn’t press for more.

“Perfect.” I turned the sand into stone and lifted the now stone tablet from the stand before it melted into the ground. “Now we can start the real work.” I handed it to Emlyn for safe keeping.

They all frowned, even Emlyn, until I walked past her out of the longhouse where the entire village was gathered and cooking. “Come one, come all! A healer is offering free healing in thanks for your feast!”

Emlyn smacked her face, and the old man lost his balance, having to hold onto the doorway.

“Sir Mage, we can’t afford that,” he complained.

I waved my hand. “Nonsense,” I spoke loudly enough that the whole crowd around the bonfire would know my words in the next few minutes. “As I said before, I’m still a student at the Enclave. Repairing a missing limb is beyond me, and I mostly get to heal fresh wounds. Old scars require a lot of practice, and I was hoping your village would be willing to help me in that practice.” I twisted my wording so that it was me who owed them.

It also wasn’t a lie.

Since healing that girl’s nose on the way to Hidavente, I hadn’t had to do much molding of flesh. Most wounds were healed just by pushing life magic around and letting the body fix itself. Old wounds that the body already considered ‘healed’ were some of the hardest things to fix. And something told me that a hunting village would be full of opportunities.

“Very well.” The old man glanced at the sudden burst of gossip behind me. “We will aid your practice.” He knew that he couldn’t contain his people. They had already heard my offer.

“Don’t worry,” Emlyn tried to reassure him. “This isn’t the first time he’s done something like this. Just trust that he means well.”

“I am not worried about that,” the old man sighed. “My people might be over eager.”
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The old man gazed at the mage as the man quickly went to work healing those who needed both simple and old ailments cured.

It had been quite a while since such a nice mage had passed through their village. Sadly, kind mages were few and far between. Too often, they were swallowed up in the noble houses.

Though, one thing stood out to the old man.

Mage Arden Aldis used ice to arrive, stone in his longhouse, and he was using life magic here to heal people. Fox, wolf, and serpent.

This was no ordinary mage in front of him. The mage was a three-sphere. To have such kindness from a mage of that caliber was a blessing for the village indeed.

He also didn’t miss the mage’s gaze as he went over the map that they had discussed. Nor the importance he placed in questions about how much they could kill without harming the locations.

The old man sighed in relief that it was a mage such as this that came to visit them. A three-sphere mage. It would probably be the only one his people would see in their lifetime. He hoped the man would go far and lead with the same kindness he showed the village.

Three-spheres gained power and status that only a legendary four-sphere could outdo.

He chuckled, thinking about the stir if a four-sphere mage showed up at their village. Now that would be something to shake the mountains and their little village.


Chapter 12


“No, please. We are fine.” I patted the air.

One of the women we had rescued, Sara, was proving to have a particularly focused mother. At the moment, the mother was trying to give me a freshly made coat.

“My job is to go through the mountains and clear out trouble. If you want to thank me, trade well with the Aldis merchants.”

I had learned that there were plenty of merchants that either were of my noble house or worked under our banner to move goods around the country.

And the more I talked to the villagers, the more I was becoming certain that they were going to continue offering me goods until they felt that we were closer to even. So I’d begun offering trade deals that I hoped would not put much of a burden on the village.

“Please, at least take the mead.” Another mother shoved a small clay jug sealed with wax into my hands and stepped back.

The vessel was fragile enough that I couldn’t really fuss without possibly breaking it. Instead, I looked to Emlyn for help.

“Just take the mead,” she huffed. “You healed her hands too. If you don’t take it, then are her hands worth nothing?”

“Precisely.” The woman latched onto Emlyn’s argument and stepped out of my reach so that I couldn’t give the jug back.

“Though, you can’t drink it all,” Maribelle said. “Last time you got drunk, you nearly blew yourself up.”

“He did?” Emlyn raised an eyebrow as confusion marred her face and she turned to me.

“The pirates.” Maribelle crossed her arms under her chest.

“You can’t take how we all handled those pirates as a measure of our ability to hold wine,” I protested. If I was going to take the mead, I was probably going to be the one drinking it.

Lara and Sara spotted me from across the fire and were clearly heading my way with a determined expression. Their arms held several bundles. I was sure I was about to have more gifts foisted upon me.

After practicing my life magic on anyone injured in the town, they had been trying to give me a random assortment of valuables ranging from gold to nicely crafted vases to coats and more.

Truthfully, I didn’t need any of it.

“Alright, we are heading out.” I wanted to wrap up the night before they tried to make me take more of their limited goods. “It’s too late and we need to go.” I waved my hand and Cyam popped out of my shadow. A cart folded out behind him as I continued to pour dark magic into him and focus on adding to the cart.

The village elder looked at me and Cyam with wide eyes. “Sir! Sir Mage!” He started my way.

I wasn’t about to have to deny any more gifts, and I had run out of people to heal. “Come on, Zuri. Grab Izzy; she’s too slow.”

“Hey!” Izzy shouted as she was ripped from the fire where she swayed with rosy cheeks. The pirate seemed to have no issue accepting some drink on my behalf.

The anchors jumped on the cart in no time, and I clicked my tongue as Cyam started to gallop into the air, moving far faster than the ice sheet we’d arrived on.

“Sir Mage!” The village elder took a bundle from Lara and tried to get my attention.

I smirked, already too far for him to reach me. He was just going to have to keep the bundle. My anchors had a few items on them, but we’d gotten out of there without taking much from those people.

“Why are we running?” Aurelia asked.

“Because Ard is tired of taking gifts,” Emlyn chuckled and waved the stone tablet in her hands. “But we got a hunting map.”

“A guide,” I warned her. “Do not go anywhere but those places.”

“But there are plenty of monsters in the mountains,” Aurelia argued.

“Yes, and some of them are connected to that village’s livelihood. Take this as a command from your mage if you have to. Do not hunt outside the areas indicated. As far as I’m concerned, we just scouted the areas covered in that map.”

The village had showered us with gifts and praise. And the old man clearly didn’t want to tell me everything about the mountain area around them because some of it was just too important to them.

That meant if I let Aurelia loose in the area, she was sure to come back with more than he had marked, and it was almost guaranteed to hurt the hunting village. I was not about to let that happen.

“Understood?” This time I had to be firm. I didn’t expect Aurelia, a monster hunting noble, to fully understand the gravity of the situation.

She frowned at me, but nodded. “Understood.”

“We have limits to what we can hunt in these areas too.” I looked greedily at the bat cave. “Bat leather is really flexible, isn’t it?”

All of them frowned at me.

“Yes, it is,” Maribelle spoke up. “Are we hunting bats for their leather?”

“Probably,” I answered, not making concrete plans in the middle of the night. “For now, we are heading back so that we can all get some sleep.” A yawn crept up on me.
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Back at the village, the village elder collapsed to his knees and shook with the effort of holding himself from falling further.

“Elder.” Lara dropped the bedroll she’d traded for just so she could offer it to the mage who saved her. “What’s wrong?”

Sara grabbed his other arm, and together, they helped him to his feet.

“Ladies, did any of them happen to discuss the mage’s magic in front of you?” He couldn’t believe what he had just seen. Every part of himself wanted to deny his own sight, to find another explanation.

“Umm. Well they healed everyone, we rode on that ice sled, then Emlyn used lightning magic. And Zuri was using light magic,” Sara answered.

The elder almost collapsed again, sweat was beading on his brow. “That mage. If we ever see him again, we must be on our best behavior. No, we must win him over no matter what!”

“Of course. He’s a mage, and he helped us. We have no problem showing our gratitude.” Sara and Lara nodded together. “But why?”

“Think of it, girls.” The old man treated all of the younger generation as his children. “You just saw him use all four spheres of magic.”

Lara gasped and used both hands to cover her mouth while Sara was preoccupied with supporting the elder. “He’s… he’s… a four-sphere? Do they even exist?”

The elder chuckled darkly to himself. “They do now, dear. They do now.”

He shook his head in disbelief. No doubt in places such as the Capital this was old news, but here at the edges of the country, it was like they’d just seen the King. Even the title of King didn’t seem grand enough for what that mage could do and offer.

“Elder, what do we do?” Sara asked, panic creeping up on her.

“There’s nothing we can do but favor him as best we can if he comes again.” The elder shook his head.

The elder stood on his shaky legs. He needed to alert the other villages up and down Leviathan’s Crest, so they would all be prepared if the mage showed up.
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I woke up early the next morning and rolled over to wrap Zuri in a hug, only to find the bed empty and cold.

A small pang of disappointment went through me before the door opened and she stepped inside, only wearing one of my shirts and carrying a tray of food.

“Here I was hoping to wake you up with the food.” Zuri placed the tray down next to me.

“You really are an early riser, aren’t you?” I grumbled. She was far too cheery for the current hour.

“The sun’s well in the sky. I’d say you are a late one.” She got back into bed with me and pulled the tray onto her lap.

I wasn’t about to turn down breakfast in bed and sat up to join her.

She scooted the tray so it was shared over our laps and started to nibble on the meat and biscuits. She’d made a gravy from what we had available, and slathered it over the hard biscuits, softening them enough that they wouldn’t chip my teeth.

“Mmm. This is good.” I made sure to scoop up more gravy for my next bite.

“We are going to have to get creative with those biscuits,” Zuri commented. “Makes them a little fun to cook.”

“We’ll try not to get bored of smoked meat and biscuits,” I said. “Maybe we’ll find some vegetables to throw in so our bodies keep working.” Vegetables would definitely be something we picked up the next time we were in the port.

Maribelle poked her head in the door. “Ard, I was wondering about your plans for the prisoner; he’s getting loud.”

“Ah.” I really didn’t have the heart for dealing with the prisoner. “Give him water. See what else he might be able to tell us and then just make it clean.”

The maid bowed and closed the door behind her.

“He could have more information,” Zuri offered.

“I don’t think I have the head for torture. Would rather it be done and over with quickly rather than trying to get everything out of him. We got quite a bit from the village. Really, we should fill in our one map with this information and consider the area closest to the village as scouted.”

Zuri nodded, cutting up a piece of meat and offering it to me on a fork. “I was thinking we’d just enjoy breakfast.”

“One of the things I love most about you is your mind.” I kissed her temple, making her cheeks darken with blush. “Besides, I don’t think you ever really put all of this out of your head or at least not very far.”

“No. I don’t,” Zuri admitted. “The map is already updated. I was thinking about taking a quick pass, but you are likely right. Unless the corrupted moves into that area, anything of note is likely important to the village.”

I nodded, not wanting to disturb any of the village’s hunting grounds. “Today I’ll let you all figure out what you want to do. Tomorrow I’ll ask for you all to go kill one of the bats and then we’ll have to head back to the port. I want to bring the hide to Berny to see if he can use it before I hunt the cave more.”

Zuri nodded. “And you?”

“I have a big pile of metal to play with and see if I can’t get any epiphanies with my earth magic. When that frustrates me, I’ll work on the fort. I’m going to make a room for you all to stay sharp, and a fortified one for myself to try out my magic.”

“While you have someone watching you.” Zuri’s eyes narrowed as she waited for my response.

“I won’t play with fire, figuratively or literally. Well, I might play with it a little,” I admitted. “I want to start working on adept spells for my other elements. Cyam has dark covered, and I’m working on the manticore claw with ice.”

“Is it wise to try so many at once?” Zuri hesitated, likely already knowing the general knowledge of that question.

“Nope. Grandfather already said as much, but I don’t really think I’m the type to focus that hard on one single ability. If I were, I wouldn’t be trying to figure out courting gifts for four ladies at once.” I winked at her and nudged her with my shoulder.

Her face shifted for a second before it disappeared.

I knew what had crossed her mind. “Don’t worry. I am also preparing for your brothers. Honestly, I think Cyam could crush them as it is if we fought today. Yet I think tactically it would be best to hold his combat capabilities in reserve and pretend he’s just a mount.”

Zuri nodded. “That would probably be best, tactically.”

“So, I’m going to put myself under some pressure and put a deadline on all of this. One that I’ll have to keep. If I can get another spell up to snuff, I’ll use it. Otherwise, I always have Cyam to fall back on.”

Zuri watched me carefully, no doubt wondering if I’d actually go through with the duel the next time the moment arose. I had been teasing out her half-brothers for a time already, and after the attack on my person, there really was no way for them to pin me down if I really tried to squirm out of it all again.

“Fine.” Zuri leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulders. “The most important part for me is that when you do fight, you win.”

I nodded again. “Of course. There isn’t a point if I can’t guarantee it.”

“Good, then pick your battle and win it.” She nuzzled in close and kissed my collar bone.

I found her slim waist and moved the tray to position her on my lap. “Let me show you how much I want to keep you.”
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I found myself staring at a broken sword, unable to connect to it magically. It was there in front of me. And I was growing frustrated.

Metal was really only very dense earth, yet trying to do anything with it was like trying to convince a sleepy Emlyn to get dressed. No matter how much I magically shouted at it, the metal just stayed inert.

I grumbled to myself. Maybe the sword was too much metal to start with, or the swords were too brittle.

Putting the sword down, I found a few other metal items and pulled out a metal spoon. It was a softer metal, one that I could bend with my hands. I actually picked one up and bent it just below the bowl of the utensils before bending it back.

I smiled, ready to get to work on my new target.

I held the spoon in my hand and stared at it intently, swearing that if I just put enough magic and focus into it, I would bend it. My wolf sphere opened wide, and I pushed all of my earth magic at the spoon.

“Do you need to shit?” Izzy asked, walking through the room. “Wine’s actually pretty good for that.”

“No, I’m trying to bend the spoon.”

“By grunting and going red in the face?” she asked.

“With magic.” I replied dryly. “Don’t you have wood to chop or something?” I narrowed my eyes.

“Nope. Not today. Maribelle asked me to work on mapping the caves. I think she’s looking for some mushrooms in them. Aurelia is taking out the remains of the prisoner. She was happily slinging pieces of him into a bag as she said something about monster bait. Remind me to keep that one happy. Zuri is with her, and Emlyn, I think, is taking a nap,” she reported everyone’s whereabouts.

I knew that Maribelle was working on the caves, but Izzy was probably very wrong in her assessment of what Maribelle was looking to find. As for Aurelia, I didn’t know what she had planned to do with the body, just that she had asked me to open the pit for her.

“Thanks for the update. Enjoy your time with Maribelle.”

There was a quiet pause. I glanced over, noting that she had not left despite the soft dismissal.

“Did you need anything else?” I asked.

“Uh. We got the location of the boats as well as their treasure from the first mate.” She hesitated.

The pieces fell into place. Izzy had a pretty strong focus on treasure and boats. She was a pirate through and through.

“Maribelle scared the shit out of him and he sang like a drunk parrot. I was wondering when you’d want to go get those,” Izzy fidgeted.

“Can we sail them in the current weather?” I asked.

“Sea won’t freeze, at least not enough to stop a ship. Pirates stop in the winter because there’s nothing to loot. Everyone stays home, bunkers through the cold and the lack of harvesting. Raiding a coastal town is like trying to get meat from a basilisk.”

I knew that monster. The creatures turned to stone when they died, including their meat. Only something sliced off while it was living, which was a terrible idea, would be passable for meat.

“Right. Then put the location on the map and we’ll see how we can squeeze it in. I’d love to bring a ship back to my house to use for trade,” I said, watching her to see if she had anything else to say.

She dipped her head and moved on.

I smiled, feeling satisfied in our progress.

Then I turned back to the damn spoon, staring at my new enemy. I strained my magic once again, trying to force the spoon to bend.


Chapter 13


Several weeks passed by in what felt like a blink.

I had headed back home to visit my mother, managing to escape before she had time to quiz me on the particulars of the contracts our family had negotiated. I had a feeling the promise of a few new ships had bought me a slight delay. That and I had told her I was getting tea before we raced up to the mountains this last weekend.

She had me read through a single contract, and I was sure this was not the life for me.

Back at the fort, I had settled into a standard routine alongside the others. My anchors spent most of their time either scouting the mountains or practicing their own skills.

After a lot of practice and frustration, I still had yet to be able to bend the metal spoon with my sphere of the wolf. I’d even softened it up a little by hand, hoping to make it more malleable.

But I was still doing well at being able to move stone. I had expanded the fort, deciding not to make a second floor. Instead, I just built out another room off the first floor as my anchors had any need.

I stared at the stupid spoon in my hand, willing the thin piece of metal to bend, once again watching as nothing happened.

The click of boots broke my concentration as Aurelia strolled into my room. “We found a pack of wendigos. You told us to report anything that would be worth fighting.”

I leaned back, considering what she had said. We had hunted some of the bats and a few smaller monsters together before I had decided to let the anchors handle the monster hunting for anything that wasn’t going to push me.

The pirate camp that the hunting village had marked for us turned out to be a bust. There had certainly been something there, but they had left before we had arrived.

I was content to practice my magic until the others found something worth fighting. “Big guys, with antlers and death attuned?” I made sure I had the right monsters.

“Death and ice,” Aurelia corrected me. “Big is relative; they are probably three hundred pounds. Though, the antlers give them quite a bit of height.”

They also didn’t have much bulk on them, being little more than skin and bones three hundred pounds went a long way.

I nodded. We were thinking of the same monster. “Dual element, it’s fairly dangerous. You said a pack of them?”

“Yup.” Aurelia nodded. “You wanted something difficult.”

I put down my spoons. This was certainly difficult. “How big is the pack?”

“We counted five, but there could be as many as eight.”

That was interesting, I had been working on a few different spells with my other elements. Even if metal had eluded me, that didn’t stop me from working on my weak points with light and fire, both of which would be needed for wendigos.

“Alright, let’s go play around with some monsters. Any news on tracking down that last pirate group?” I asked, fishing around for my gloves in the pile of discarded weapons.

“Nothing new in the last few days. Why? Going to dip that pendant of yours in more blood?” she asked.

“That would be nice.” I added. “But I’m mostly interested in their ships.” Perhaps I could get a few of them and evade more contract work from my mother.

She nodded. “Zuri’s still looking for them. It feels like everything is hunkering down in the mountains… like there’s a predator hunting them.”

“Of course, they are terrified of you.” I shot back without an ounce of hesitation and suddenly cheered when I found my gloves. “They’d be stupid not to be afraid of Aurelia Virel.”

“Are you afraid?” She narrowed her eyes.

Her question pulled me up short, and I wasn’t sure what to say in response. “No. No I’m not.” I rubbed the top of her head, making her blush. “Not when you look that cute when I tease you.”

It was almost too easy.

She batted my hand away. “Get ready. We’ll head out here shortly.”

I chuckled as she turned and hurried out of the room before I could tease her more.

Emlyn came in almost immediately after, looking over her shoulder at the blushing Aurelia charging down the hall. “You really shouldn’t work her up so much.” My best friend and first lover leaned against the doorway.

I shrugged. “Oh well. She’ll get used to it. Then maybe she can be honest with herself.”

Emlyn raised an eyebrow, prompting me to continue.

“Later. We have wendigos to hunt.” I had learned a few things about all of the ladies. Living together did that.

My childhood friend shrugged off the open questions and went back to the front room where she started to go through the packs.

Zuri was already there, while Aurelia most likely was going to fetch Maribelle and Izzy who were in the caves. The cave system was extensive. Together they had been mapping it for two weeks.

I walked over to the entrance, waiting until Aurelia came back with Izzy and Maribelle. Then I waved my hand and sealed off the cave. Always easier being safe.

“Having fun down there you two?” I asked.

“No monsters today,” Izzy said. “Or at least, no new ones. I want to catch one of those cave crabs and cook them up. I bet they are just as tasty as ocean crabs, though maybe a little less salty.”

“Well, you can work on making some crab pots,” I offered her. “We are heading out. Some big monsters have been spotted.”

“Oh great. Count me out.” Izzy lay down on the stone couch that just had a few furs thrown over it to make it passably soft. “I’ll see you all when you get back.”

I glanced at Maribelle. “Sometime soon you should take me into the caves. I figure we could make a room down there just in case we ever need to retreat from the fort.”

Her eyes grew wide for a split second before she reined in her excitement. “Of course.”

She picked up on what I was suggesting. I’d have to do something about it when we next went to the port. The last few times I’d asked about a ball, but there was nothing planned.

I pulled her by her hand and kissed it while she was focusing on controlling herself. I didn’t want to tempt her more. Opening up my serpent sphere, I topped up her life magic before switching to Aurelia. I gave her fire, topping her up before our next fight.

“Let’s see where these monsters are.”
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I was crouched in the snow with my anchors behind some conifers that thankfully gave us some cover.

Up ahead, there were three wendigo’s huffing at the ground. At least, I assumed that’s what they were doing as they shoved their bony faces into the ground.

They looked like big bucks that had been through some horrible disease and had learned to walk on two legs. And they also had massive claws. On second thought, they only resembled deer if you were nearly blind. The antlers just made me lean into that comparison.

When one opened its mouth to eat the snow, I was reminded that they were very much not herbivores like deer. Their faces had flesh that was peeling off, revealing a bone-like beak that opened up to row after row of needle-like teeth.

The monster was famously ravenous and hunted areas bare. They were often found in cold climates where hunting was already scarce. They could force entire villages to move because the hunters couldn’t contend with them, and animals became so scarce.

Killing these would be good for everyone.

“Remember, they are fast,” Aurelia had coached me along the way.

I was going to work on using light magic for this fight. Given their dual affinities for ice and death, light was most effective. Also, I needed to work on my control of the raven sphere. Most mages used light magic in the form of weapons and shields.

I opened up my sphere of the raven and let light and dark magic pool in my soul before feeding Cyam a steady trickle of the dark magic. If I didn’t have my anchors, Cyam could actually help me ground my dark magic.

Although, I hoped I always had my anchors. They were too helpful for me to ever give up.

“I know. I know. Hang back and let me do this.” Pushing the light magic out into the shape of a large needle, I lined up the weapon and threw it forward.

The needle pierced across the space between me and the wendigos. It was fast, faster than even lightning. The trouble was, when it moved so fast, it was hard to keep the concept of the needle firm. When the needle hit the wendigo, it smashed rather than pierced.

All in all, the hit was still relatively effective. I pushed and the smell of burning flesh filled the air as the needle of light intensified and tried to burn itself through the monster.

The monster shrieked an unholy noise that made the snow fall off nearby pines and forced me to suppress a shudder. The monster slashed at the needle of light while the two other monsters went on high alert, looking for the source.

I drew the needle back, transforming it into a sword that vaguely resembled one of the pirate cutlasses that I’d spent so much time with recently, and slashed at the two looking for me. The weapon wasn’t that refined of an image, so the blurry blade was not able to actually cleave them in two.

But it did work to properly distract the beasts as they defended themselves with their claws. The blade of light crashed down on them in a haphazard manner, leaving behind shallow, burning wounds before it danced around for more.

Maribelle gripped my shoulder and pushed me to the side just in time for several razor-sharp shards of ice to punch into the space where I had been crouching.

A wendigo was up in a leafless tree now, letting out a honking call to the rest of the pack to alert them to my location.

“Pull back,” I ordered; we couldn’t let ourselves get surrounded.

The snow underneath us solidified into a sheet of ice and pulled us along the ground as the wendigo in the tree jumped down to join the other three, and raced after us in a loping run where they switched between two and four legs.

They were fast. Even with the sheet of ice moving as fast as a horse’s gallop, it wasn’t creating any space between us.

I made two tracks on the bottom of the sheet and pushed hard to keep our momentum as I switched over to lightning and threw my hands out. Branching jags of lightning tore the area apart in small explosions. Bark blew off trees and snow jumped up into the air, briefly hiding the wendigos.

The mass of debris only lasted for a moment before the ugly monsters burst through the snow and continued to hound after us.

I heard another honking call behind me, alerting me to their proximity. Before I could turn, a weight hit the sheet of ice as Aurelia blocked the pouncing monster.

The distraction was enough, unfortunately.

I hadn’t been focusing on the sled, and with the monster’s weight bearing down on Aurelia, the sled snapped in half underneath her. The sled’s halves dug in, and I was thrown from the surface.

A strong arm wrapped around my waist, and Emlyn twisted to get her boots digging into the snow as she slid while holding onto me and drawing her sword. “Ard, I need you to murder these things.”

“Trying!” I growled back and threw all the light magic I’d pooled earlier at the closest monster.

A blinding flash seared the monster and melted the snow around him.

But the flash also blinded Emlyn and me. I looked around at nothing in that moment, trusting Emlyn’s grip on me as she pulled me further back using her speed.

I quickly blinked and applied life magic to both of us, my vision returning in a hurry to see Aurelia suddenly overwhelmed by the four other wendigos.

I cursed, deciding to go big. I summoned Cyam, who appeared next to the monster I had just blinded and kicked with both back feet. There was a hard crunch as the monster’s skull met hoof and Cyam flung it off into a pine.

I didn’t have time to worry about what happened next. I focused on the next one, throwing my light magic forward in the form of a square shield that covered Aurelia’s side and took considerable pressure off of her.

An arrow of light punched into one of their legs, helping take the pressure off further.

Maribelle hung back, close to Emlyn and me. Her eyes scanned behind us. I understood her concern. There could be more monsters than we had seen. And if they circled around behind us, we likely would lose the fight.

I used the shield of light to push back a wendigo, only for movement to my side drawing my attention away from Aurelia.

I glanced over. Sure enough, the wendigo I’d thrown into the tree was gone.

“Fuck. Did you see where it went?” I asked Emlyn, scanning the trees while Cyam, Emlyn, and Maribelle covered my sides and back.

With some of the wendigos backing off, Aurelia went on the offensive and pushed two of the wendigos back with burning wounds. I kept the shield of light up to keep one busy as I gathered more light in the palm of my hand, ready for the fifth to ambush me.

When it didn’t come, I decided to rely on my anchors to protect me. “Dodge,” I yelled at Aurelia.

Without hesitation, she rolled in the snow. Part of me preened that she had listened to me without hesitation. She certainly would not have done that two weeks ago.

I threw the ball of light forward, enveloping the wendigo that had an injured leg and then concentrated as much light magic as I could into that spot.

This was like what I’d seen Carmilla do to the prisoners. The ball grew bright like a second sun and the smell of burning flesh filled the air.

I kept up the intensity, even as the monster’s shrieks rattled me to my core. And those shrieks were awful to more than just me. The hidden wendigo and two new arrivals showed up at that moment. That put the total monsters at seven, just one shy of Aurelia’s largest estimate.

Cyam spun and kicked one of them solidly in the shoulder with a wet crunch.

Emlyn’s sword got caught in the antlers of another as it twisted its head, holding the blade and locking itself into a struggle with Emlyn. She dropped a hand from her blade, her fist making a thunderclap as she pummeled the monster at the crown of his head.

Meanwhile, Maribelle ducked and dodged the third. It was an odd way for her to fight, but she was also fighting monsters with death attribute. Even as a life anchor, she had to be cautious. Wounds made by these monsters would resist healing.

I released the wendigo I had been frying, and a charred body fell down onto the snow with a sizzle as it sank so that the only thing sticking above the snow were its antlers.

Turning, I found the monster fighting Cyam. I knew my shadow horse wouldn’t burn, so I was able to send out a jet of fire from my finger. It washed over the horse and its opponent until they were one big bonfire.

“Don’t burn the mountain down!” Emlyn grunted as she continued to pummel her opponent.

“It’s all snowy and wet. No way I start a wildfire,” I countered and turned up the heat, cooking the monster.

The fire made several of the wendigos back off. Two even bolted, only for one’s legs to collapse as an arrow of light took out both knees.

“Zuri, have I mentioned how incredible you are?” I flashed a smile at my second favorite anchor, though I wouldn’t tell her that to her face.

“It’s always nice to hear it again.” She teased and lined up another arrow, patiently waiting for a shot on Emlyn’s opponent.

“Well then, you are damn near perfect.” I smirked and released the fire around Cyam.

The horse whinnied and shook himself to get rid of the fire as he pinned the burnt wendigo and started to tear at its antlers with its teeth.

“Near perfect?” Zuri huffed. “Your silver tongue is slipping.”

“I’m far more concerned about the horse that is currently trying to eat a wendigo.” Emlyn scoffed. “Besides, next to me, it’s hard to achieve perfection.”

“Can you all shut up!” Aurelia had a line of fire over her skin as she fought off two wendigos still. “Finish this, Ard, if you have the energy to chatter.”

“I’m nervous. It’s how I burn off my nervous energy.” I threw a shield of light at one of her opponents, and when it made contact, I folded it around the wendigo before cranking up the intensity.

The wendigo shrieked. Light was certainly slower at cooking them, but it was proving more effective. Slow cooks often led to more tender meat.

My mind wandered slightly as I tried to imagine what smoked wendigo might taste like. But just the thought of it had me reeling and returning to reality.

I threw the shield at Aurelia’s last opponent, but it dodged, using its speed to avoid my shield and escaping before I could wrap around it. However, I’d succeeded in gaining its focus. It charged towards me and my shield, ignoring Aurelia for the moment.

It clearly wasn’t smart enough to know to not turn its back on Aurelia.

She emphasized that fact with the tip of her sword as she slid the blade into the monster’s chest and fire belched out of the wound and the monster's mouth.

The fight turned quickly in our favor from that point forward, and Maribelle’s wendigo was the last to fall.

In the end, we killed six of the seven wendigos. The one that escaped was far gone.

We’d have to find it later, or perhaps it would meet its end at something else’s claw. The pack was a tougher fight than a single manticore, but alone, I had a feeling there were plenty of monsters that could take it on and win.

Aurelia leaned against me; for a moment, I thought she was being cute. Yet that wasn’t like her at all. One glance at her face told me she was being anything but cute. Her skin had become pale and she looked ill.

I quickly checked her over, realizing she had a number of cuts in her armor, and the flesh beneath each of those was a pale gray and puckered like it was an old wound. The death attribute of the wendigos was eating away at her.

“Emlyn, help me lay her down. Are any of you injured?” I growled, upset that Aurelia hadn’t even asked for healing, much less help in the fight.

“I’ll be fine. Tend to her and then Emlyn.” Maribelle glanced at where her uniform was cut, but the skin only had a thin gray line. Her own life magic was holding it at bay.

“Dangerous monsters,” Aurelia murmured.

I was furious that she hadn’t asked for healing immediately, and raised a stone platform right there in the middle of the pine forest. I placed her on it before creating a low railing so she wouldn’t fall off and pressed my fingers to the largest wound.

Life magic poured off my hand in small gold ripples that arced between us. I let my frustration out in a deluge of magic.

Emlyn gasped, but I was too focused on my frustration with Aurelia to pay her much attention.

Magic washed over Aurelia, quickly healing the wounds and giving her a radiant glow before I moved and put a hand on Emlyn’s forehead doing the same to her.

“You, Zuri?” I asked.

“Fine. I didn’t get close.” she answered with wide eyes.

I grabbed Maribelle. I needed an outlet for all of the magic flowing through me. I dumped the excess magic, along with plenty of life magic, into her. The sudden connection was powerful, and I felt her soul shudder for a moment before relaxing and trying to wrap itself around me.

I could feel that she was beyond impressed with my magic at that moment, and the power of it was turning her on. But that would have to wait for another time.

I pulled back, knowing that she’d be fine and turned to stare at Aurelia who was now alert on the stone bed. “You! How dare you get so injured and not ask for healing?!” I was in her face.

Her brows pinched down like she was going to pitch a fit. “Ard—”

“That’s Mage Aldis to you,” I huffed. “For not taking care of yourself, you don’t get to call me Ard right now. In fact, you are going to be on bed rest for the next two days. Emlyn, Zuri, help us carry the invalid back to the fort.”

“I can—” Aurelia stopped talking as she took in the expression on my face.

“Would you like to make that three days?” I wasn’t afraid of the manticore in a human body, not at that moment. “It seems you’ve forgotten the dangers of fighting since you have me to heal you all the time. If you actually used said healing, then it wouldn’t be a problem. Since you decided to not use it, then you should have consequences. Two days. Bed rest. Understood?” I punctuated each sentence with a jab to her chest and pinning her to the stone bed.

“Y-yes, mage.” Aurelia blinked and looked to Emlyn for help, clearly unsure of what to do with my more serious side.

Emlyn shook her head. “Don’t look at me. You should be apologizing to him. Anyway, let's get back. Zuri, grab the other side of this thing and let's get into Ard’s sled.” She treated this as absolutely normal.

I waved my hand and made the sled of ice, still huffing from how badly Aurelia let herself get hurt. If she was that stubborn in the future, it could easily get her killed. My mind kept going as I continued to work through the stupidity of her actions.

“Mage Al—”

“The injured can’t talk.” I crossed my arms and lifted the sled of ice into the air, reorienting myself towards the fort.

“Just give it a little time,” Emlyn promised Aurelia, who was looking around confused.

I huffed and shot off towards the fort.


Chapter 14


“There.” I finished the hidden room in the caves. With a few more gestures from me, the walls were perfectly smooth, and the bed frame made of stone was formed. I also made several cabinets for whatever Maribelle wanted to store. “A good safe room in case the fort is attacked.”

Maribelle was vibrating as she took it in. She knew that this wasn’t just a ‘safe room’. It was what she’d wanted for a while.

We stepped outside, and I realized that the door stuck out like a sore thumb. Wanting to make it less obvious, I waved my hand and roughed the stone up to match the remaining wall. If a person was rushing past the spot in the cave, they would have no idea what was behind.

“I will purchase furnishings for it while we are in town.” Maribelle fell into step behind me with a slight bounce to her gait. Her tight, blonde curls were bouncing with each step and her smile wasn’t faltering.

I was starting to feel more comfortable with the idea. The last few weeks had given me time to work through what I wanted and to understand more about Maribelle. Chasing her through the caves and having her under me was becoming more and more appealing.

Like she knew what I was thinking, she looked over her shoulder, giving me a smoldering gaze. Her tight, golden curls bounced as she swayed her body back and forth, working to tempt me.

She had been subtly tempting me the last few weeks. A brief brush against my sensitive regions here, a press there. And she’d found some creative ways for me to transfer over my magic into her.

“Aurelia should be released from her room by now,” Maribelle said, making conversation as we wound our way through the cave system back to the fort.

I nodded. “I opened the door before we came down.”

Aurelia had needed to be locked in her room after she hadn’t taken my punishment seriously. The stupid woman had almost gotten herself killed. Thinking of her with all the death attributed cuts on her started to make me angry all over again.

Maribelle took my hand and pressed it to her soft chest. “Don’t be angry. You didn’t get angry at me.”

“You weren’t about to pass out from your wounds.” I was sticking to my guns. I could out-stubborn all of my anchors combined. “If you had pushed yourself to the same extent, I would be doing the same thing to you. And not with any fun bits,” I added the last part, giving her a knowing look.

She nodded. “Of course, Sir. I understand that you’d be upset if anything happened to us.”

“Damn right,” I grumbled. “We fight and fuck together,” I alluded to Ard’s Oath. “That means staying alive. None of that stupid anchor sacrifice bullshit. If she shows that she has a death wish again, I’m giving her the boot.”

Maribelle’s eyes climbed up her forehead at the conviction in my words. “You would?”

“Yes. This all only works if we all live through it together. I might forgive her if we all came out of it in rough shape and nearly dead. But the rest of us were doing much better. She clearly took on too much and wasn’t relying on us to help her. Hell, she could have just asked for healing!” I was getting worked up again, and Maribelle was now petting my arm, trying to calm me down.

It just frustrated me to no end that Aurelia had let herself get so injured. If just one thing had gone wrong… I shuddered to think about it.

“It will be all right. I’m sure she understands now. If not, we have the trip to Faylin today. Giving her some time in the city might sort things out better than you think.” Maribelle’s hands were soft. With all the life magic that flowed through her, she was incredibly soft everywhere.

“By the way, take what you need from what we’ll earn when we get back, and use it to furnish the room. It’s on me.” I gave her another look full of secondary meaning. “If we are ever stuck in there, it should be comfortable.”

“Yes. Yes it will be.” Maribelle nodded. “We have more of the bat hides for Berny to finish the set of boots for us all. The wendigos aren’t worth much, sadly. We’ll just get a bounty for each head.”

“It should be enough for you, though?” I hesitated, unsure what she had in mind for the room.

“Yes. It will do fine. If not, I’ll let you know.” Maribelle slid behind me as we went through the door that wasn’t wide enough for both of us.

Emlyn was leaning against the wall outside Aurelia’s room, talking to Aurelia. “Here’s Ard,” she said with dry fanfare.

“Mage Arden.” Aurelia stood in the open doorway but didn’t dare step out. “Is my punishment lifted?”

“We need to head into Faylin, so yes. There’s no reason to leave you up here. Don’t pull that shit again. There won’t be a more severe punishment because you won’t be here. We are a team. No exceptions,” I warned her as I walked past with Maribelle acting as my shadow.

The red-headed anchor frowned for a second before Emlyn whispered something to her and she took a sharp intake of breath.

Emlyn understood what I’d meant.

“Tada!” Izzy danced out into the front room in House Aldis livery that we’d gotten on our last trip. She looked rough, even for a servant of the house. “I get to go this time, right?”

I smirked. “Yes, you get to come. Though, you are wearing my house colors, so you will need to be on your best behavior.”

“Aye aye, captain.” She smashed a fist to her chest.

“You salute like… why am I even trying?” I shook my head and moved over to my packs, making sure they were ready.

Maribelle hummed as she got to work making some food, and Izzy chortled as she landed on the seat next to me.

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” she said more sincerely. “Honestly, I don’t want to upset you, because then your maid might come after me, and I don’t think I’d like that one bit.”

“You would not,” Maribelle called out from the kitchen. “Well, you might not really have much of an opinion afterwards.”

“That.” Izzy pointed. “The casual death threats. Don’t you worry about how she’ll act?”

“Hmm?” I glanced up from my pack. “Not really. Maribelle is a wonderful maid and anchor. Also she wouldn’t do anything to harm or bother me. She might murder a lot of people who bother me, but to me, she’s harmless.”

Izzy raised an eyebrow at my casualness.

“What?” I said defensively. “That’s not really that uncommon. Many people have those whom they are close to and would do anything to protect. Maribelle’s list of people is just very short and a little more intense.”

“Sure.” Izzy leaned back in her chair. “I’m just happy to get a chance to be in a city—it has been a while.”
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I arrived at the mansion with my anchors and Izzy.

Izzy let out a whistle at the building. “Damn. Why are you robbing pirates? They should be robbing you.”

I rolled my eyes. “This is my families house, not mine.”

“What’s the difference?” She hopped off the ice platform and into the yard before scanning the beach behind us. “If you want to sail those boats here, you’ll need a dock.”

“I assumed we’d sail them into the harbor?” I hesitated.

She shrugged. “Probably could make it happen. But those boats will still scare some people unless you want to bring up some white sails when we go fetch them.”

It was unlikely that I was going to get a set of sails before the end of the weekend. “We’ll see what we can do.”

More than likely, I’d just drop the problem in my mother’s lap. She could handle it.

Speak of the devil. The door opened to the mansion, and my mother rolled out with a stiff smile. Every instinct in me told me to flee, but ice cropped up behind us at a wave of her hand.

“Son. There you are. I was wondering how long it was going to take you to return with the tea.” Her face twitched.

“Oh, look at that.” Emlyn clicked her tongue. “I think it’s shopping time.” She pushed me forward, sacrificing me. “Miss Aldis, do take care of him.”

“I will. I even kept the contracts from last weekend so that he wouldn’t miss out on the practice.”

I swallowed. No! Damn you, Emlyn.

We had managed to escape last weekend before my mother caught me up in the slew of contracts that she had prepared to go over with me. I had managed one the weekend before, only to realize how painfully boring they were. Fighting a pack of wendigos was much less painful.

My mother drummed her fingers on her wooden chair and smiled at me.

“Shopping?” Sienna, who had come out behind my mother, broke the atmosphere. “I’d love to join you.” She moved around the ice without it stopping her. “There’s going to be a ball this weekend too.”

All of the ladies perked up at her statement.

“Ball?” Zuri glanced hopefully at me.

“Yes, it seems the regent heard about Ard asking about it the other weekend and made moves to get one set up, knowing he’d be back. I ordered a dress to match the rest of you.” She moved past the other anchors, heading towards town.

Shackles of ice wrapped around my ankles and dragged me towards the door, following my mother’s wheeled chair back into the mansion while the ladies started to discuss shopping behind me.

“You only made things harder on yourself by trying to escape last weekend,” my mother promised, dragging me down the hall. A sheet of ice spread out in front of me, making me slide while the shackles pulled me deftly along. “By the way, who’s the rough looking servant?”

“A pirate that we captured and are working with,” I sighed in resignation. “How many contracts do you have?”

“Eight,” she answered. “Though I should thank you for one of them. It seems that you won over a few hearts for House Aldis in the fish market..”

I shrugged, letting her guide me. “I’m just that lovable.”

She huffed, and we entered her study where she put me down at a desk overflowing with papers. “I guess you do have a number of ladies hovering around you, so I can’t quite refute that one. Are you prepared for the duel that will come with this ball?”

“Yes.” I nodded eagerly. Even if I hadn’t been able to bend spoons, I had made progress.

“Good.” My mother opened a drawer and pulled out several large pendants. They weren’t quite the same as Emlyn’s, but they were just as eye-catching.

I eyed them. “What are those?”

She sighed. “It seems I need to help you if you are going to continue the family line. You are being far too slow, with Sienna in particular. Each of these is the reward for doing two contract reviews.” She tapped the stack of papers.

A single contract could consist of several dozen pages. At least, the thorough ones for a larger mercantile operation I’d seen had been that long. House Aldis wasn’t small, and neither were their contracts.

“Oh.” I perked up with the idea of a reward. Now we were talking.

“At the discounted cost of fifty gold for them all.” My mother smiled at me, satisfied.

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s the prize for winning the duel.”

“You’d better win then.” My mother stared down at me, and I started to see where my stubbornness came from. “After you finish the contracts.” She stabbed a finger at the pile of papers once again.

“So Sienna must have really impressed you?” I asked as I pulled the first paper down and looked over the contents. I really wanted to do anything but review these. It was a contract for olives, coming in from another merchant company. House Aldis would take possession of the shipment once it arrived and ferry it through Avente for use.

“I like her. She’ll be a good mother and has a decent head on her shoulders. The contracts she’s used to are simple for building structures with magic. She’s learning well, though. She went out and negotiated…” My mother leafed through the pile until they switched directions twice. “This one, with me.”

She was holding a contract for selling cloth and pepper.

“Huh. Now I’m interested in that one. Can we start there?” I asked.

My mother shuffled the papers around and placed the stack for that one in front of me. “It’ll make a nice chunk of coin over the duration. Enough to pay for the courting gifts, if I’m honest.”

“Is that why you bought them all?” I asked, starting at the front of the contract and reading the dull language outlining all the basics. It was still important information.

“No, that’s so you’ll hurry up and give me grandbabies,” my mother answered without an ounce of shame.

“Mom!” I hissed at her. “I’m not even that old. It isn’t time for me to settle down.”

She waved that away. “Sienna would be more than happy to raise both of them, I’m sure.”

“B-both?” I stuttered. “Now you are cursing me with twins.”

“No. You’ll probably have to knock up that anchor of hers too. When we get down to the marriage contract, that’ll likely be a sticking point.”

I hid my face in my hands and groaned.

“You are a four-sphere mage, and as I understand it, the anchor joined after knowing Sienna was pursuing you. If the whole Keller House wasn’t trying to get that as part of the agreement, I’d be shocked. The idea that they could have a three- or four-sphere as a relative, even if not in their house, would be huge for them. Any child you produce, I’d expect their family to heavily support, even if we are going to keep most of your children in House Aldis. It wouldn’t hurt to build up stronger alliances.”

“Stop,” I begged her. “You win. I’ll focus on the contracts if only to stop having to deal with… this discussion.” I vaguely gestured towards her.

My mother clicked her tongue. “I guess that answers the question of if any of them are already pregnant. I was hoping the rough servant was using that livery to keep from showing.”

The idea of Izzy pregnant had me pressing my face into the contract in front of me.

I focused on the papers, trying to get the mental image out of my head.
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“Should we do anything about that?” Sienna asked as Ard was dragged off into the mansion like a captive. On one hand, she wanted to save her man; on the other, she did not want to piss off his mother.

Gwen Aldis could be terrifying when she wanted to be.

Emlyn chuckled. “Nope. That’s his own problem to solve. I told him that he couldn’t run away from those contracts forever. It’s just math and reading.”

“I can affirm that he believes doing both might just kill him.” Maribelle had on a particularly satisfying smile. “Though, they won’t. He just seems to be exceptionally resistant to them.”

“They aren’t enjoyable, but that reaction seems a little over the top.” Sienna went to lead the anchors around the port so that they’d avoid the docks.

All of them fell into step behind her. She was the mage of the group, and likely to be courting their mage soon. She felt a little powerful, and a little validated, given that his anchors were following her. It was nothing short of intimidating that she was pursuing the four-sphere mage. More than a few of her peers had told her to give up.

And she had certainly noticed that Aurelia looked particularly worn after the last trip.

“Everything all right, Anchor Virel?” Sienna wasn’t particularly close to Aurelia, and hesitated using her first name.

“She’s just gotten off punishment,” the servant spoke with a slight harshness to her voice. “Poor girl has been like a beached whale since he locked her up.”

“Locked her up?” Sienna gasped, a sudden barrage of possibilities went through her mind at what Ard might have done as punishment. “Are you okay?” she asked more genuinely to the red-haired anchor. She would have to talk to Ard about those preferences.

“Fine.” Aurelia blushed and brushed her off. “It wasn’t that bad. He just forced me to take bed rest after… it.” She didn’t seem to want to talk about it.

Was Ard that vigorous, Sienna wondered.

“He really gave it to her good. Never thought a Virel would fold like that,” Zuri added.

Sienna took the comment to heart, and thought she’d have to work on some stretching if he liked to fold or contort women in bed. It wouldn’t be the strangest thing she’d heard. If he was trying to make Aurelia get with child, then perhaps that would explain the bed rest. Nothing else would lay up an anchor, especially with a mage capable of healing.

“He threatened to remove me from his anchors too,” Aurelia grumbled.

Sienna gasped. “What? Your performance was that poor?”

There was a strange look from the maid, but Aurelia shrugged her shoulders. “I got injured, and he was quite upset about it.”

Injured?! For him to be upset like that, was she now barren?

Emlyn was smirking as she walked.

“What’s so funny?” Sienna asked.

“Nothing.” Emlyn pressed her lips into a flat line. “Just that I think you two are talking about completely different things.”

Sienna blinked and glanced at Aurelia. “What injured you?”

“A wendigo.” Aurelia’s brows pinched down, trying to figure out what Sienna had thought otherwise might have injured her.

Sienna suddenly was flushing bright red. “Ah. Yes, a monster. Why is being injured a problem? You are all anchors, his anchors, and I assume you were protecting him.”

“That’s the damned point,” Aurelia fumed. “I was fighting for him.”

“You know very well that that’s not how it works.” Emlyn clearly led the anchors.

Sienna already knew that Emlyn was the lead, but it was interesting seeing her berate the Virel. The only one who didn’t seem to mind what Emlyn said was the anchor pretending to be a maid. But despite the position, Sienna got a very strange sense of danger from the maid.

“Ard is big on all of us living. He’s lost too much in his life already.” Emlyn got angry with the other anchor. “If you are going to stick around, to worm your way into his heart, then you better damned well make sure you are still around after the dust settles.” She poked the taller anchor.

For a second, it was like Aurelia was going to fight back, but then she deflated. “I understand.” She glanced at Sienna for her reaction.

“It sounds like he treats all of you very well,” Sienna responded.

“Very well,” the maid echoed. “Exceptionally, in fact.” She shifted to glare at Aurelia. “That he wants you to take care of yourself as part of the bargain is fair. I wouldn’t get upset at him just because he confined you to your room for two days.”

Sienna finally understood everything she’d heard. Now she just felt embarrassed that she’d jumped to such conclusions. Perhaps her own mind was hung up on a few topics. “So, Anchor Virel got severely injured, and Ard became upset that she didn’t take care of herself?”

“Exactly.” Emlyn nodded.

Sienna thought that his response was honorable, and glanced at Selina to her side. She’d heard the story of Ard’s early days as a mage. It seemed the incident with her anchor had really left a mark on him.

“Enough of that,” Emlyn broke the awkward moment. “Have you gotten high heels to match us?”

Sienna shook her head. “I have a pair, but I didn’t bring them.”

“That’s okay. We are going to check in on a cobbler that was working on something for Ard anyway. He made us all a pair. Then we’ll have to go take a look at the painter that Ard hired.”

“Painter?” Sienna asked.

“He wanted a rather unique painting. He even made the man fix it last time he looked at it. The painter left out all the bits Ard wanted.” Aurelia sighed. “Ard wants a painting of the docks, but he wants the real docks. That means all of the workers, the algae on the docks, and even the barnacles.”

Emlyn sighed in a way that told Sienna that the cycles of discussion between the artist and Ard had been tedious to watch.


Chapter 15


It was official. I hated contracts.

Why couldn’t people just shake hands and then follow through? Who needed to plan for contingencies such as ‘If the crisis of child birth should stop or delay a shipment’? I mean, for heaven’s sake, just let the woman have the baby and move on!

The chances of childbirth stalling a shipment were… were… not really even reasonable. It was like for every time something went remotely wrong once, it now had to be part of any future contract.

I snuck a glance over at the woman forcing me to go through all this.

My mother was leaning back in her chair, sipping tea with a satisfied smile on her face. She did not seem at all bothered to be numbing my brain with all the nuance in the contracts. In fact, there was an almost sadistic glee in her eyes as she pulled out the last contract.

“That one pairs with this one.”

I glanced at the new contract. “Wait. We are buying from Delvenar and reselling to House Strathmoore here in the port itself?” I flipped through the second contract and then the first, ignoring all the tedious details and getting to the numbers.

This was slightly interesting, and I needed to see if we were really making any money on it.

Grabbing a piece of spare paper and checking that there was nothing on the back of it, I started to write down the numbers for both and then did the simple calculation. “This doesn’t make sense. We’re making almost fifteen gold a shipment, and all we really have to do is unload it, store it here, and pass it off to Strathmoore. How much does the storage cost?”

“Not enough to take a bite out of that. A few gold at most for the moving. We pay for both sides of that. You could try and calculate the storage cost, but we’ve already built the warehouse and aren’t really looking at that cost on our books. Sienna spent two days fixing it up.” My mother seemed quite proud of these two contracts.

I could see why. It was basically free money for having people on hand and a warehouse to store goods for maybe a week.

“It’s like cheating,” I murmured, also realizing that the deal itself was enough to keep several villages fed for as long as the deal lasted.

So, then the question came, what was House Aldis doing with all that money?

There was a knock at the door, bringing me up from my thoughts of how the deal in front of me was easier than magic at making money.

Hecate opened the door and looked between my mother and me. “Mage Brighthaven is here to see you both.”

My mother’s proud smile fell into a neutral expression. The mirth was gone, and she had a simple, polite smile. “Let them in.”

“Brighthaven?” I had little interaction with the house, but I’d met one of the current family members. He had been part of the testing for my mage abilities when I had first gone to the Enclave, and he was the one who had argued for me to learn from Carmilla. I had no warm feelings towards the name Brighthaven.

“They’ve risen very quickly in the last few decades, partnering well with the Royals. They are one to watch,” my mother answered quickly and quietly before flashing a fake smile at the man who entered. “Maximilian, so good to see you again.”

The man was tall, with neatly trimmed, dark hair, and a long, heavy coat that just missed brushing the ground as he walked. A beautiful anchor slid along the wall to join Hecate in watching the room.

“Don’t rise on my account.” The man let out a good-natured laugh, but the look of satisfaction on his face ruined the jovial tone he had used. He eyed my mother hungrily. “Gwen, you look ravishing today. Are you still doing those exercises for your legs?”

“I’m quite well, thank you for your concern, Mage Brighthaven.” My mother didn’t match the same informality that he had used. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? If you’d told me you were coming, I’d have had some hors d'oeuvres on hand.”

“No need to bother on my account.” He waved his hand that was adorned with half a dozen rings of mixed metals. They were eye-catching, seemingly purposefully so as to flaunt his wealth.

Suddenly, I knew what some families used their earnings on and was glad that House Aldis avoided it.

“I actually came to see your son. He’s the talk of the town, but he just swoops in for a few days and then back out. I wanted to make sure I caught him to introduce myself.” Mage Brighthaven grinned at me, having caught me checking out the wealth on his hand.

I clicked my tongue, which earned me a glare from both of them. “The swooping is to avoid this.” I gestured at the table of contracts. “But she’s finally caught me, so I am now diligently reviewing documents.”

“You can have your servants do that for you.” The man took a seat across the table from my mother and me. “Just train them up right and make sure to lock down their loyalty.” His eyes went to his anchor.

The woman was quite pretty. Though she stood at attention, she wasn’t focusing on us.

“You can use your anchor for paperwork?” I frowned before my eyes shot open wide. “Brilliant!”

Inside, I was chuckling at the thought of putting Emlyn to work. Though, either I’d have to be working alongside her or she’d probably fall asleep. But splitting the work would be very effective. Maribelle and Zuri could work too. Yes. Perfect. Perfect!

“I see you are a man of culture as well,” Mage Brighthaven chuckled.

My mother sent me a glare over the top of her tea as she took a sip.

“Oh. I just think it would be a fitting punishment for Emlyn.” I shrugged. “That, or they can help me and take some burden off. No way I leave Emlyn in here alone for too long or she’d fall asleep. Zuri would make a battle map of the contracts, and Aurelia might set them all on fire.”

I paused, considering Maribelle. “Maribelle might do the job unsupervised, but I’d have to keep an eye on her if she found any nasty clause in the contract. Wouldn’t want people to go missing.”

Mage Brighthaven’s laughter stopped, and he stared at me. “What?”

“Nothing. My anchors are a little unconventional.” I shrugged, secretly glad I’d put him on the back foot slightly by rambling. “So, you wanted to see me? Am I as handsome as they say?” I pushed further.

When he was at a loss for words, I turned my attention to his anchor in the corner. “Care to step up? He’s at a loss for words.”

She gave me a piercing stare. “I thought you’d look more like a monkey from the way the Trevis brothers talk about you.”

My mother’s tea froze over, her cup cracking as a moment of thick tension settled over our group.

I let out a loud laugh, holding onto the table as I wobbled in the chair. “Oh yes. Those two. They certainly are buffoons.” I sighed and let my laugh fade away. “So, then I know what’s happening. You are here to get me to step into a dueling ring with them. Not a problem. Not a problem at all. The question is if they get to step out or if I leave them in the dirt.”

“I’m glad to see the confidence.” Mage Brighthaven slapped his knee and recovered. “Tomorrow night. We have the ball set up. You’ll attend, I assume?”

“Yes. I have some business to complete during the festivity.” I planned on making a show out of presenting my courting gifts. “My anchors have been looking for an excuse to get all dressed up. We’ve been living in the mountains while doing our duties.”

“Ah, right. The corrupted. No one has seen hide nor hair of it. Odd, really. Though, there have been some interesting monsters and pirates in the region.” Mage Brighthaven grabbed his chin, letting his rings glimmer and catch the light. It was pretty gaudy, really.

“Oh?” I wondered aloud. “We saw a horse that threw fireballs. Killed some wendigos and some pirates with strange powers. No sign of the mage yet.”

“Interesting.” The mage nodded. “I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time at the ball to gossip and rumor hunt.” He didn’t engage in that conversation, but I felt that I wasn’t the first one to tell him about the horse.

I frowned. I disliked this man for making me mingle with a bunch of new people to get more information. I suppressed a shudder. There was an easy way to get back at him though, just ruin his plans.

Which I would have done anyway if we were being honest.

“You know, these youth have invigorated me,” Gwen said, putting down her tea and ignoring the fact that it was a block of ice now. “We should make a bet on this too.”

“Oh?” Mage Brighthaven’s interest was reinvigorated in return. “I feel the same. It is always a pleasure to be on the same page as you. What did you have in mind?” He leaned forward in his seat, resting his hands on the table.

“That lot beside my warehouse. I know Brighthaven has been holding onto it, and it’s in shambles. I’ll take it off your hands if my son wins. Obviously, I’m going to be rooting for him. Given that you’re facilitating the duel for the brothers, I’ll assume you are in their corner?”

He made a show of thinking about her ask, and glanced over his shoulder at Hecate and his anchor. “Sure. If you lose, then how about you attend the next ball as my partner, hmm? Bring that anchor of yours too.” His eyes roved over Hecate before he turned back to my mother and did the same to her.

Gwen simply smiled back like a shark that would bite his dick off, or so I imagined. “Wonderful. I’m so honored you’d value me as on par as the lot.”

“Like you said, it’s just a dump.” Mage Brighthaven shrugged. “Besides, the fight is in my favor. I hear the Trevis boy will likely graduate when he returns to the capital this spring.”

“Oh. Well then, I accept.” My mother held out her hand.

Mage Brighthaven snatched it and grinned as he shook it. “The pleasure is all mine. Brittany, come along,” he beckoned his anchor and stepped out.

The second he was gone, my mother’s smile fell, and the hand he’d shaken went limp as she looked at it with disgust. “Hecate, please get me a wet towel to wipe my hand. A lemon or something fresh for the scent that might linger.”

“At once.” The maid/anchor stepped out.

My mother turned to me. “You will not lose.” There wasn’t an inch of wiggle room in that demand.

“I won’t,” I promised. There was no more that needed to be said on the topic.

“Good. Then explain to me about how you’ll manage Emlyn doing contracts. You’ve been so reluctant, perhaps that might actually be easier.” My mother sat back, hanging her ‘dirty’ hand off to the side, still unwilling to let it touch anything in the room.

“Ah. Just thinking of splitting the work between her, Zuri, and Maribelle. Aurelia is too likely to catch the papers on fire. That, and she’s currently one foot out of my service.” I was still upset with her. I needed to see that she had actually learned from the punishment.

My mother’s eyebrow rose. “They are smart girls, and you should use them however you can. What is this about Aurelia Virel?”

I went into an explanation of how she had put herself in danger and came out in dire condition. “If I had even been too injured to treat her right away, she could have died,” I growled.

“But you weren’t,” my mother countered.

“No, I wasn’t, but she cut it all too close. It wasn’t like she couldn’t have asked for help from me or any of my other anchors to prevent getting in such poor condition. At best, it was reckless; at worse, it was sheer stupidity.”

Hecate came back with a wet cloth and a little dish with soap.

My mother started to wash her hands as a small smile landed on her lips. “So you are upset that she got injured. That almost sounds as if you care.”

“I do. That’s why if she’s so reckless, I’ll cut ties so that I don’t grow more attached and lose her.” I was at least partially self-aware of my own issues.

My mother paused, a sadness filling her eyes. “Your life has been a rough one. I’m sorry. Yes. Yes, I can see why you’d not want to create bonds that are likely to be broken. Do I need to talk to her?”

“No,” I sighed. “Emlyn kicked her butt up and down the fort, and I locked her in her room, saying she had to lay in bed for several days as if she didn’t have access to a healer to remind her of the dangers.” I put my chin in my hand.

Danger was all around me, but I very much refused to lose anyone because of it.

“I’ll still talk to her,” my mother decided and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. She wasn’t one for touches, so the touch was a surprise. “Come here.” She pulled my chest over the gap between our two chairs and put my head on her shoulder while she rubbed my back. “You are home now. And I’ll do my best to make sure you always have one to return to.”

All the tension in my body left me, as if some part of me had always craved those words and this touch.

“There, there.” She continued to rub my back.

Damnit, I was a grown man, and I was not going to… going to…

“It doesn’t matter how old you get, you are always my little boy.” Gwen was being uncharacteristically soft.

It had been so long since my foster mother had died, and even if Gwen hadn’t been there for me growing up, I felt the love that only a mother could provide.

I pinched my eyes closed and just rested against her shoulder for a moment, refusing to cry.

This was nice. Emlyn and the anchors provided something for me to latch onto, but a mother’s love was unique. And as someone who had lost their parents twice only to gain one back, that one was particularly important and provided something that you only realized that you craved when it was gone.

She cleared her throat after a minute. “Now.”

I leaned away to see that her eyes were red-rimmed with tear stains down her cheek. “Yes, what’s next?”

She opened the drawer with the courting gifts. “I think it’s only right for you to rub it in Brighthaven and Trevis’ faces. Make sure you give a big show of giving Zuri this one before the duel. Don’t even give those bastards a thought. We’ll use the money you earn to clean up that dump he insists on keeping next to my warehouse.” She had a satisfied smirk on her face.

I glanced at the other ones in the drawer.

“We’ll hold onto Aurelia’s. I’m going to talk to her and make a judgment from our discussion. It is important that I protect my son.” Gwen, no, my mother took on a fierce expression. One that promised that Aurelia would be gone tomorrow if she didn’t approve.

“Of course.” I closed the drawer. “Mom, how do you bond an anchor?” While I was thinking of taking the next step with many of them, the thought of bonding with Emlyn came to mind.

“Do you think you are really ready for that?” she asked, a skeptical eyebrow rising.

I nodded. “With Emlyn. I doubt that she’d leave me at this point, even if I rolled in the sewer every day.”

My mother wrinkled her nose at the idea. “You two are quite close.” She let out a sigh with lingering thoughts. “The bonding process is a fragment of a ritual from the previous royal line.”

I blinked. “Wait, really?” I immediately realized that that would complicate things.

She nodded and steepled her fingers, her eyes flickering to the side as she considered something. “I think I could get my hands on it if we go back to the Capital… yet I worry that we’d face strong interference. As a four-sphere mage, there might be some concern as to what the ceremony might do for you that it hasn’t done for the rest of the mages. Especially with Carmilla’s influence in the Enclave, you’ll be strung out most likely.”

“Then…” I felt like she had another answer for me.

Once again, she hesitated. “There might be another way to get the ritual. Yet it will be difficult.” She tapped her finger on the desk. “Let me probe around before I make any promises. I don’t disagree with your desire to bond Emlyn. How do you think she’d feel about a marriage contract?”

“I don’t think Emlyn would read it. She’d be more concerned about getting a pen and a flat surface to use to sign it.” She would probably stare my mother down the whole time just to make a point.

My mother nodded. “Wonderful. Then we are done here. Go rest. I know that these contracts exhausted you, and I want to make sure that you are in fighting form for the ball tomorrow.”

I dipped my head, taking the excuse to escape the dreaded contracts.
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Gwen knew of the ritual, but access to it was restricted. Keeping it protected was something that both the Royals and the Enclave could agree on for different reasons. As such, even her father wouldn’t be able to gain access unilaterally.

When Ard had asked Anadonis before, he had told Gwen that he wouldn’t be able to make it happen under the current climate.

That left her with little option.

Gwen moved the contracts neatly to the side and pulled out a fresh piece of parchment and readied her quill, thinking through what she was going to write.

Harry had spoken so little of his true family.

Lord Valken,

It has been many years since I last heard Harry use your name. I hope you are well and this letter finds its way into your hands.

She wondered how much to put into the letter and frowned. It was a risk to reach out to Zenovia at all. She paused before her resolve reformed. She would get the information for Arden. It would just have to be someone she trusted to carry the letter.

Her eyes slid over to the goddess pretending to be her maid. “How much would I owe you to bring a letter to someone?”

“On this continent?” Hecate asked.

Gwen found that to be an interesting qualifier. “Yes, Zenovia. The neighboring country.”

Hecate pursed her lips and tapped them with an idle finger. “Two shrines in my honor and a favor that you can’t refuse.”

Gwen narrowed her eyes at the woman, wondering just why a goddess would need someone else to build a temple. “Fine. Any requirements for the shrines?” Yet she wasn’t about to let her concerns stop her from assisting her son. She’d manage.

“At a crossroads or a major junction,” Hecate answered quickly. “As for the favor, I won’t have you do anything too unsavory nor get you killed.”

“Fair enough. You’ll wait for this person to pen a letter back and return it,” Gwen added. If she was going to make a deal with the goddess, then she was going to make what she got out of it worthwhile.

Hecate’s lips curled up in a wicked smile. “Deal. Who is it?”

“A man my husband spoke of, Lord Valken. I have no idea where he even is, but you said you could get it to him.” Gwen shrugged and went back to the letter. It wasn’t her problem if the goddess encountered any difficulties at this point. She made the deal.

Harry spoke fondly of you and your family. Though sadly, we’ve never met. Harry’s son is both displaying abilities beyond my understanding and asking for information that I know Avente will withhold from him.

As such, I am seeking the wisdom of Zenovia and their aid in these things.

At present, I am in Port Faylin and will be for some time should you wish to communicate further.

Her quill nearly cracked from the pressure she was putting on it as she wrote those last few lines. She had only recently gotten her son back, and her worst fear was that he’d disappear if he went to his father’s side of the family. The best she could do was try and lure Lord Valken or one of his here so that Arden could get the information he needed.

Arden was not at fault for the time she had already missed. And she would not penalize him and his future simply to keep him closer. The best she could do was help him where she could.

“Here.” She threw some pounce on the letter and shook the excess off. “Can you find this man?”

“Already have.” Hecate smiled as she took the letter, her bright red lips pulling up dangerously before she stepped back and her own shadow swallowed her.

“That woman.” Gwen glared at the spot where Hecate had last stood. “I really have no idea what she’s doing. If she harms Arden, however, I know what I will do.” There was no use worrying about something she couldn’t control.

Gwen sat back and focused on her magic, creating small roses made of ice all around her, expanding them into a bush and then filling the room with them. She practiced any chance she got, growing stronger every day.

For she knew she’d need to reveal her strength sooner rather than later.


Chapter 16


Melida Trevis greeted the courier as he dipped his head and tried to hide his puffing breath from her as he handed her a bundle of letters. If Ard was here, he’d have commented about why her hair was so much shorter and ask if she’d been eating.

The esteemed mage looked a little gaunt, but was starting to fill back in.

She tore open the twine binding them. “Go rest. If I have letters to send back, you’ll have them in a few hours.”

“Thank you, Mage Trevis.” He dipped his head and scurried off.

Couriers were an interesting breed. They had to be very hearty men to travel such long distances constantly, yet very subservient to those they brought the letters. To put letters so high on your priority was an interesting calling indeed.

But just because she didn’t understand their choice didn’t mean it wasn’t fulfilling in its own way.

She started to sort the letters into those that she needed to open immediately and those that could wait. The patriarch of her house went into the pile to open immediately, along with one with the king’s seal.

She paused as she got to the last one. It had an unfamiliar handwriting, and she checked the wax crest on it. It was a mage’s medallion, one with all four spheres.

She laughed out loud, waking her husband and anchor.

“What is it?” Finley stretched and poked through the piles only to see her opening one that had taken priority over the king and the head of her house. “Hmm?” Finley read over her shoulder before he started sputtering. “Be-bear man.” Finley held his side as the nobleman tried to contain his laughter.

Melida’s lips ticked up in a smile as she read through Arden’s letter.

“What’s so funny?” Brusset’s deep voice interrupted Finley’s laughter instantly.

“A letter from Arden.” Melida still had a smile lingering on her lips. “He wanted to check that you haven’t eaten anyone.”

“Not that I recall,” Brusset answered seriously. “Though, I have consumed much of people’s knowledge.” The large man had lost some weight and looked rather lanky compared to his normal stature. The rationing had hit the Northman harder than most.

Melida ran her hands through her shortened hair. She’d cut it short and removed the gold beads. It was too much when her soldiers were struggling with hunger to walk around with gold threaded into her hair. Her solution had been rather martial—a knife while she held her braids to the side.

She immediately put down the letter and picked up a piece of parchment. “Finley, go ahead and read the king and my grandfather’s letter.”

“Mage Aldis takes priority?” Finley asked with a slight tone.

“He’s a four-sphere mage, and we have already established a relationship. Wouldn’t you say it’s one worth keeping up on?” She hummed at her husband who would like it phrased that way. Melida just liked the young man. He threw all the bullshit out the window and did what needed to be done.

One day, he’d do great things. Perhaps he had started already.

She couldn’t put too many details in the letter she sent back, lest someone call her out for sharing military secrets. Truth was that the winter had become slow. Since they had weathered the odd corrupted and one large-scale assault, the fort at Chillwind Pass had largely been quiet. It wouldn’t be so quiet come spring, but in the winter, the pass was far too treacherous. Any assaulting force would lose a quarter of their men to the cold before they even struck.

That meant that the other letters could wait. She’d pen one to Arden in hopes that he provided her some amusement for the winter.

“Look at her smiling.” Brusset sat down in a chair that creaked under his weight. “She seems so interested in another man. Maybe we should find a third, Finley.”

The other anchor glared at the big man. “I’m fine with the way things are. The three of us have settled in quite nicely. More would just complicate things unnecessarily.” He peeled the seal for the king and began reading. As he read, his eyes began racing through the letter.

Finley let out a hiss. “This is bad. The Southern Forces were hit hard a week ago. They want half of our forces to prepare to move.”

Melida looked up from her letter, her pen stalling in the air. “Just what the hell are they thinking? Are they going to restaff this fort with entirely green recruits? Don’t answer that. We all know the answer. The First Prince is pissing away his men by being too hesitant in battle.”

She slammed her pen down on the table. “Draft a letter asking for those green recruits now so that we can at least get them worked in with those we already have before the end of winter,” Melida huffed.

She looked out the window, where snow was currently coming down. “I wish I was adventuring in the mountains rather than fighting a war.”
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The Elder Mages of the Enclave were gathered for another day of managing the mages of the kingdom. And grim news was on Elder Virel’s lips as they closed the day out.

“Elder Brimsam has failed to report in three times now. The fort confirms that he made it there, and reported that bright flashes of magic were seen in the distance.” Elder Virel leaned back in her chair. “No more reports of the corrupted interrupting the supply lines have come forth. We can assume he accomplished his mission. My suggestion is to send two teams out to search for him immediately and then another search effort for once the snow has cleared. We must know what happened before we take further action.”

Anadonis closed his eyes. They all knew that there was a strong chance that Brimsam was dead, but Elder Virel was stalling. He glanced at his old friend Regis, whose grimace spoke volumes.

They all raised their hands; in this, they weren’t divided. The elders simply couldn’t be, at least not when it concerned their peers. An elder’s disappearance had to be investigated thoroughly.

Even Carmilla’s bloc had to agree.

“That is all for the day.” Elder Virel clapped her hands with a finality, and the elders got up to leave. The grim news made no one want to stick around.

Regis stayed, and thus so did Anadonis.

Once the room was clear, Regis spoke up, “Auntie, you think Carmilla had a hand in this?” He dropped all formality and spoke to her like family.

“Directly or indirectly,” she scowled, keeping an eye on the door while she spoke. “We knew she was capable of such attempts, yet I am surprised that Brimsam lost in the end. He knew the risks.”

They all had when he had taken the role.

“Doesn’t make it any less palatable,” Anadonis snapped. To outright kill an elder. The gall that person would have to possess. And to do so now meant that Carmilla was confident in her next moves.

Though, to give Carmilla credit, Anadonis didn’t see a way out of the current situation.

The old woman raised her eyebrow at him. “No, it does not. Yet palatability does not change reality. Carmilla will ascend to the open elder position. We have no one to challenge her. Thus, all I can do is stall for time while praying that that grandson of yours gives birth to a miracle.”

Anadonis clenched his fists over the chair. Arden might have more potential than so many, but two seasons wasn’t going to make up for decades of experience. “I will get an update from Gwen.”

“How is her magic coming along? I know her recovery must weigh on you.” Elder Virel gave him a look.

He knew what she was really asking. “She has been working on her magic since she recovered, with even more vigor than before. I was afraid that the loss of Harry would continue to hold her back, but Arden’s arrival seems to have negated any effect. She’s recovering well, yet I do not know when she’ll return to her peak or begin to catch up with Carmilla.” He couldn’t make any promises.

“Of course,” Regis said, patting his old friend on the shoulder. “She owes us nothing. My aunt is obviously looking for any hope.”

“With Carmilla’s grudge over Harry, I worry that putting the two of them into a situation like the next elder test would end in a casualty. An accident, of course,” he corrected himself.

“Of course,” they both echoed him, not believing what they were saying in the slightest. If Carmilla had just had an elder killed, what was an elder’s child or a competitor for the next seat?

Yet they could do very little. The First Princess had gotten away clean. No one from the fort had come back with anything regarding her, and several alibis put her at the capital at the time.

They knew better, but this was how the game was played. Following the rules in the light of day and getting away with what you could under the cover of night. All while trying to balance your action against protecting yourself.

They were losing, and Brimsam’s death might have just been the coin to tip the scales.

“I’ll take my leave.” Anadonis stood tall for others to see him, yet he felt as if he’d aged several decades. Under their watch, the Enclave was going to fall to the Royal Family. Centuries of legacy were about to be lost, and they were running out of options.
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Lord Valken was in his tent among the army, having stayed on the front lines since returning to Zenovia.

As a Vel’shae of a noble house, married into the Royal Family, he was given quite a bit of latitude. His mage was content to stay home and manage household affairs, yet he couldn’t sit still for that long.

Thus, he stayed on the front lines to burn off that excess energy.

Lord Valken paused, sensing her approach just before she appeared.

It almost felt like she had warned him as she stepped out of the shadows of his private tent. She was a beautiful woman. He might even have called her a goddess in his youthful days of chasing skirts.

“Hello.” He wasn’t too worried. As a Vel’shae of the serpent, it would take a lot to kill him.

Yet this woman seemed dangerous, even to him. He looked her over. She wore colors that he knew. A servant of House Aldis, how curious. Her parlor trick of stepping through his tent using the shadows was amusing, yet undeniably skilled to reach him in the camp in broad daylight.

He’d previously been informed that Harry’s house in Avente had fallen in status among the houses, but perhaps he was wrong if they retained talent like this.

The woman dropped a letter in his lap and stepped back, picking up a wine bottle and sniffing it before pouring herself a goblet and drinking.

“By all means, help yourself.” Lord Valken didn’t care if she wanted to imbibe. And he wasn’t in public where he’d have to enforce any hierarchy. Many Zenovians would kill her for treating a Vel’shae as such.

He played with one of his fangs and opened the letter, scanning through the contents. As he did, his ambivalence faded and he sat up straighter, rereading the contents twice. “Are you waiting for a return letter?”

“That’s the deal.” She tilted her head, staring at him with eyes that felt like they were picking him apart. He had become a curiosity to the woman.

Lord Valken didn’t hesitate, moving to his desk and finding a piece of parchment. “Can I ask how the young prince is fairing?” He wasn’t going to entertain her curiosity unless she satiated his own.

“Well.” The woman smirked. “Though, I don’t think he’s quite as princely as you might hope.”

He laughed. “I would assume such given his upbringing in that small village.”

One day, he would meet the boy again, and hopefully, Arden would recognize him as the Vel’shae who had helped him the night that his powers had awakened.

“This will be just a moment. He is in Port Faylin as well?”

“Yes.” The woman stopped staring, seeming generally amused by Valken.

Her calmness gave him pause. Not many people were so calm next to a Vel’shae. Many considered him and his fellows more dangerous than either a mage or an anchor. For they had neither of their weaknesses.

“Do you know what kind of magic he is having difficulties with?” Lord Valken could use every iota of information that he could get. Ever since the boy had gone deep into the country, the news he had of him was scarce, even among the Zenovia spies sprinkled throughout the area.

“No clue.” The woman was clearly lying and not even trying to hide it. “I’m just a courier today.”

Valken grunted and finished penning a quick reply. He would be more than eager to aid the young prince. It was a question of how rather than if. “Here.” He carefully folded the letter. “I figure it doesn’t need to be sealed.”

“She’ll have it by the end of the day.” The woman tapped the letter in her open palm.

He watched her, noting that she had some exceptional ability to travel if she could cover that distance so quickly.

Valken bowed slightly, and the woman was gone by the time he lifted his head. This time, he hadn’t felt her use her magic. He looked around at the shadows, slightly less comfortable. The woman was one to be watched, but with someone like that in his house, the young prince would be safer.

Valken turned and rushed out of his tent, throwing the cloth aside.

“Lord.” An attendant rushed to his side, clearly seeing that he was in a hurry. “What can we do?”

“Inform the commander that I will be departing to return to the palace. There are things I must prepare.” Internally, the question wasn’t what but who he needed to prepare. He would need to sneak someone into Port Faylin.
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“Huh.” Emlyn looked at the sky and in particular the dark clouds rolling into the port. “Looks like a storm is brewing. We should get home before our clothes get drenched.” She had a bundle wrapped in rough linen sitting on the table next to her ice cream.

“We have a little time.” Sienna squinted into the distance. “Though, I think I agree. After the ice cream, we should head back.”

Maribelle had a small mound next to her. She had gone all out trying bedrolls, saying that Arden needed something soft.

And those statements had caused more than a few questioning looks from Sienna. The other mage was still trying to find her footing in the group.

She had tried to befriend all of them, only to find that Aurelia was grumpy and Maribelle cared for no one but Ard. Emlyn did not take it personally that Sienna had not even tried much with her, instead pursuing Zuri. Losing Emlyn’s favor would be a death sentence.

“Ard is going to love the dresses.” Selina pushed the conversation along. She had relaxed among the anchors even with her mage present. “Though, they are a little breezy for the weather.”

Emlyn shrugged. “The price we pay to get his attention. I’m looking forward to holding it for a dance and then trying to reclaim it after the dance is over.”

There was a pregnant pause at the table as several of them looked at each other.

Emlyn paused, realizing her mistake. They were all hoping for a turn.

“Well, if I can’t hold his attention, then that’s my loss. It will be a tough battle between you all if we go that route.” She sighed inside, knowing she should concede. She had Ard constantly at Fort Ard. Zuri did too.

As for Sienna… Ard would not be so crude as to give out multiple courting gifts at the same ball… would he?

Emlyn already knew the answer. Yes, yes he would.

Damnit Ard.

“He’s probably going to fuck this up.” Emlyn thought it was best to prepare them. “With the duel, he will likely at least announce his intentions for Zuri. And he’ll likely put some big, clunky necklace on her.” She tapped her own clunky necklace. Hers stored life magic and was far more special than the others he’d eventually give out.

“And me?” Sienna asked.

Emlyn rubbed the bridge of her nose. “He hasn’t told me, but I feel it’s close. I know he complained last weekend about his mother pushing him. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she continued to push him to give you the gift.”

“So… I have a strong chance.” Sienna smiled warmly. “I can live with that. Zuri, I’d like to make a truce. We’ll see what he does and work it out the next day.”

Emlyn was surprised. She had not expected Sienna to have already anticipated the situation. That explained some of her extra friendliness with Zuri over the course of the day.

She gave Sienna a little more credit. Sienna had been raised in a world where courting was common. She had far more experience and exposure to help guide her through, where Emlyn and Ard were flying blind to the challenges of courting multiple people at once.

“Let’s get back.” Emlyn saw the storm clouds rolling in fast and took a hurried last few bites of her ice cream. “I think I need to go pick Ard’s brain.”

“We’d all thank you for it.” Sienna dipped her head. “If you think courting is close, what do you think about a possible marriage contract?”

Emlyn couldn’t keep the shock and slight anger from her features. Jealousy flooded her at the thought that Sienna would marry Ard before Emlyn took another step. “Unknown.” She really had no clue.

In fact, that was something she’d need to talk to Ard about immediately.

Izzy winced. “He’s really bad at all of this, isn’t he?”

“He was raised a villager,” Zuri reminded her. “He’s new to it. But yes, he’s quite bad at the dancing of noble society. It would be more accurate to call it a stumble.”

Aurelia picked up her packet and stood, with a slight morose air still lingering around her. Ard needed to fix that situation too.

“Those clouds are moving fast, and we don’t want to get Ard’s painting wet.” Aurelia gestured to the second package she was carrying. It wasn’t something that would weather the strain of their speed if they had to use magic to hurry.

“Right.” Emlyn started off, expecting the others to follow her.

Sure enough, they were right behind her, the group of anchors and mage cutting a wide swath through the crowd.

“Can he dance?” Izzy asked as they moved.

“Actually, he can,” Emlyn said, surprised even as she answered. “He took lessons not that long ago. I think he’ll be able to manage, but we should refresh him tonight.”

“A perfect idea,” Sienna agreed. “A good time for some private conversations.” She glanced at Aurelia and Zuri.

There was always something to deal with among their group, especially when they were left alone. The day out with the ladies had been helpful, but there was something missing without Ard. He really was the glue that held them all together.


Chapter 17


The rain pattered down the window, small streams of water starting to form at the edges of the roads. It had been raining heavily all night and into the morning.

The night had proven interesting, filling my thoughts to the extent that I woke up even before Zuri.

There was a lot circling this ball. The talks last night with Emlyn hadn’t made things simpler. With all the thoughts swirling through my head, I took a break from the desk and the two contracts that laid on it. My focus was fleeting.

One was a provisional contract for Sienna and our courtship. The document contained lots of ifs, ands, and buts about what happens in various situations. Apparently, the main consideration was bearing my children. She was supposed to take precautions until a marriage contract was in place, but it all felt so… formal.

I hated it.

The other contract still had the ink drying.

I’d immediately told my mother that Emlyn had to be first. So what sat on the desk was a freshly penned marriage contract for Emlyn. Yet I hated that too.

So much so that I stepped away from the window and picked it up to crumple it, and threw it on the floor.

Emlyn wouldn’t have even read it, but I… I couldn’t have her sign that piece of paper. I’d been going over it all morning, and it was driving me insane.

No, I sat down at the desk and picked up the quill with a fresh sheet of parchment. I scribbled down some jargon to make it official and then made a single term of the contract.

It was hefty, but she’d love it.

There was a knock at the door, and I glanced up as Maribelle bounced to her feet and went to open the door.

Aurelia poked her vibrant red hair and bright blue eyes into the room. “I hope you aren’t too busy?”

“Come in.” I waved for her to enter my study. “Of course I have time for you.”

Aurelia looked sheepish. Clearly, my mother had given her a piece of her own mind for putting herself at risk and upsetting me. I could almost hear it through the walls last night.

She stepped inside, closing the door as she continued. “Emlyn said you weren’t a half bad dancer. Mind helping me get back into it? It has been a while.”

I blinked and nodded. I was not entirely sure what was coming, but it felt like she might want some time together. “Yeah. I could use some exercise. Being cooped up because of the rain doesn’t sit well with me.”

Aurelia glanced at Maribelle for a moment, clearly wanting her to leave.

I decided to help her out. “Mari, would you be a dear and review these two contracts?” I tapped the desk with one hand while I held out my other arm to Aurelia.

The Virel anchor blushed and took it as I walked her back to the door. “Ard—”

“Hush. Let’s go to the dining room. It should be empty this time of day. We can talk once we are there,” I asserted. It was too late for breakfast, but too early for lunch preparation to have begun.

Aurelia nodded, her brows furrowing as we walked the halls.

Several of the staff caught a glance at us and flashed a smile while we walked, but we managed to reach the dining room without being stopped.

“Thanks,” Aurelia said as I closed the double doors behind us. “In front of Maribelle would have been… difficult.”

“Not a problem. We are just dancing, right? That’s easy enough.” I took the pressure off of her and held my hands out.

She took my hands and stepped up close enough that her chest pressed into mine. “No, I came to apologize.” The words left her mouth in a rush even before we started.

I clicked my tongue to a rhythm and lead a dance. I was probably horribly off beat, but I had a feeling she would not even notice.

Aurelia managed to follow me without stepping on my toes.

I let us move together for a minute before responding. “Oh. Apologize for what?” If she was going to apologize, I was going to milk everything out of her.

“For putting myself at risk. You requested that all of us swear Ard’s Oath. That means taking care of ourselves.” Aurelia was quiet as we danced, but she kept herself physically pressed to me.

It wasn’t surprising that she was physical on the dance floor. I thought about the situation. Honestly, when it had come up before, I was just upset and not thinking far past that frustration. Now she’d apologized, and I was considering how we moved forward.

“Are you going to say something?” she asked, looking vulnerable.

“Thinking,” I gave her an answer and decided to think aloud. “Here you’ve been an excellent anchor. You are certainly skilled in combat and in dealing with various monsters. That’s a skill I don’t have, so it compliments me well.”

She was nodding along, her wavy, red hair bouncing with the motion.

“Yet I have likened you to a manticore. Fierce, powerful, yet also someone who seems to want to hunt alone.”

She opened her mouth to refute me.

“Tell me I’m wrong if you truly believe it. Go ahead.” I watched her carefully.

“You aren’t wrong.” She clenched her jaw.

“Do you know why you pushed yourself like that against the wendigos?” I asked, wanting to get to the root of the problem. We needed to sort out the deeper aspects of the issue, or it would just continue to happen.

Aurelia glanced to the side. “I’ve thought about it. Part of me was trying to impress you. But it is also that fighting monsters is the one thing that I can take the lead on in our group. That was ‘my’ moment to shine.” She let out a sigh and looked me in the eyes. “At some point, I was trying to impress you.”

I smiled. If that was what was driving her to act how she had, it made things far easier. I reached up and rubbed the top of her head. “Well, that’s easy. I am very impressed by you.”

She faltered with the head rub and lost the rhythm of the dance only to step hard on my foot. It caught my foot in such a way that a fairly sharp pain ran through my body.

“Oof.” I jumped back in surprise.

She followed me, holding onto my upper arm and avoiding stepping on my feet again. “Don’t do that.”

“What? Pat your head? You love it,” I teased her.

“No, I do not. It makes me… it makes me… feel like a…” She struggled to put the feeling into words.

“Well then stop blushing so much and smiling when I do it.” I reached up again, and she playfully snapped at my fingers.

“You will not treat me like a cat,” she grumbled.

I smiled warmly at seeing this side of her. She could be quite cute when she wanted to. “It’s cute.”

“I am not cute. As a Virel and an anchor, I am a fierce warrior.”

“Sometimes you are all of that. Certainly when you need to be. Yet can’t you be something else when your blade isn’t drawn?” I pushed her to view it from another angle. “Because, Aurelia, I want to form lasting bonds with each of my anchors. If all you do is throw yourself at monsters for me, there are a thousand anchors that could take that place.”

“Few could be as effective,” she responded defensively.

I let the dance resume. “Perhaps. Yet in a few years of using my magic under my belt, will I need the best?”

She glared at me, but she wasn’t stupid. Her eyes shifted to the side as she worked out what I would need. “No. You’ll need people you can trust most of all. At that point, you’ll be so mired in politics that you probably won’t be able to trust many.”

I let a grin show on my face. “So, I want to build such close relationships with my anchors. And I get to be angry with them when I see one of them push themselves to a level of injury that is unnecessary. In the end, that’s what it was, unnecessarily endangering yourself.”

She held me tight as she slowed down her movements, moving us to a slower beat as she began resting her head on my shoulder. Her hair tickled at my nose and filled it with her soft scent.

“So, then. Could you top off my magic?” Aurelia asked, looking up at me through her lashes while she kept her cheek on my chest.

I tilted her chin back and pressed my lips to hers. She was surprisingly soft as our lips just barely brushed. Hers pulled back, delicate and cautious as we kissed.

Our dancing slowed to a gentle sway, but we didn’t stop.

There was a heat to the moment, but rather than press herself further against me, we continued to dance our lips across each other, occasionally capturing the other’s lip for a moment.

I pulled back to see her eyes still closed, peaceful as she rested against me.

“Thank you for caring,” she spoke quietly. “Emlyn got through to me. The whole reason you are angry, the reason that you pushed me away, was because you care.”

I hummed in agreement, a relaxation lingered from the kiss, and I let myself sink into the feeling. I held Aurelia in my arms as we swayed.

“I will take better care of myself, because losing one of your anchors would be more painful to you than losing a limb.” She seemed to be quoting something she’d heard from Emlyn or my mother.

“More comparable to having my heart ripped out. I couldn’t survive losing any of you.” I held onto her tightly. “Thus, if you are going to throw your life away, I want to distance myself now before I care anymore.”

She nodded against me. “I, Aurelia Virel, swear to uphold my mage’s name in honor. To stand for everything noble and defend those under my care. My mage and I will fight and fuck together as one. Neither of us shall be put before the other. Success is only succeeding together.”

I kissed the top of her head, getting another hit of her scent. “That was wonderful.”

“Ard’s Oath.” Aurelia’s eyes met mine.

I could feel the sincerity in her promise. She really held the essence of the oath in her heart. “Wonderful. I kind of like that all of your oaths are a little different. Makes you each individual, which you are to me rather than an anchor that could be replaced. You are all irreplaceable to me.”

She pulled back to holding my hands as we danced. “I understand that you are going to give a courting gift or gifts out at this ball. I’m behind the others, but that’s okay. Don’t feel obligated to give me one so that everyone has one.”

I wasn’t going to, but I was glad she wasn’t going to be upset.

“It would be cheap to give you one just because I wanted everyone to have one.” I rolled my eyes. “When I offer it to you, it will be because I care that much.”

“When,” she murmured and nodded. “Well, I better not take up too much of your time. Maribelle will likely hunt you down shortly. She’s… doing better.”

I smirked. “Yeah. She is. Right now, she has something to look forward to.”

“That’s good,” Aurelia said distractedly and stopped our dance. “Thank you for helping me warm up on dancing. I don’t want to wear you out before the ball.”

“It was good for me to practice too. And I’m sure all of you will take some time to get ready.” I smiled at her, and she took her leave.

After she left, I found myself alone for the first time in a while. And I knew exactly what I needed to do next.

Heading out of the kitchen, I passed the first servant I saw and stopped them. “Have you seen Emlyn?”

“Anchor Emlyn was taking a nap on the second floor. Third room on the right,” the servant answered.

Of course she was.

“Perfect. Thank you.” I walked back into the study and found Maribelle staring at the two contracts. “How are they?”

“The one for Sienna is expected… The one for Emlyn… when I get one, can it be like hers?” Maribelle asked.

“Sure, why not?” I wasn’t exactly taking the one I made for Emlyn seriously. “Hand me Emlyn’s. I’m going to get her to sign it.”

Maribelle handed it over with a glimmer in her eyes. “Can I watch?”

“No. Sorry, this is between her and me. Need to get this one done before I give Sienna hers.” I took the short and simple contract with me and then hesitated at my lack of ink and quill.

Maribelle hopped to her feet and grabbed the items. “Allow me.” She caught my glance and dipped her head. “I won’t stay.”

“Come on then.” I led her out of the study and upstairs in search of Emlyn.

She wasn’t in her room and instead had taken my room for a nap. I smiled, happy to have her in my space.

“Oh Emlyn. There you are,” I called out.

She rolled over, mumbling to herself, “Sleep. More.” She buried her head deeper into the pillow.

Maribelle put the ink and quill down on a small table in the room and dipped back out of the room as promised. I had half-expected her to try and linger.

I walked over to the side of the bed, leaving the contract on the table and taking the quill. The feathers brushed over Emlyn’s cheek as I tickled her with them.

She twitched away, groaning. “Sleep.” She turned to protect that cheek with the pillow.

Sadly, I was having far too much fun and attacked her forehead with the feather next. Then I moved on to the back of her neck.

She blindly swatted at it and rolled over, peeking through one of her eyes at me. “Ard, I’m sleeping.”

“Not anymore.” I grinned. “Besides, I have something for you.”

“Later.” She nestled back into the pillow. “You like me when I’m pretty. I need beauty rest for tonight.”

“I’ll let you go back to sleep if you do one thing,” I offered, knowing that the sleepyhead would latch onto the offer.

“One? Promise?” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously at me.

“Yep. I have a contract that you need to sign.” I dragged the small table over to the bed.

“Quill.” She took the quill and glared at it, suddenly realizing what had disturbed her sleep. “What kind of contract?” She blinked several times, staring at the two pieces of paper, not yet recognizing what they signified.

“Marriage,” I answered honestly.

Emlyn moved faster than I’d ever seen her before. A little lightning sparked off of her skin as she nearly tackled the table, flipping over the papers to find the signature line on the second page and danced the quill’s tip so quickly over the paper that she broke the nib.

“Done.”

“You didn’t even read it,” I protested, but I wasn’t surprised. I had told my mother as much.

“Don’t have to.” She grinned from ear to ear. “We’re married?”

“I have to sign too.”

She thrust the quill into my hands and turned the table towards me, pointing at the document with force. “Sign.”

I chuckled. “You know, I wrote this contract myself.”

“Oh. Am I now your undying slave?” Emlyn teased, yet there wasn’t an ounce of hesitation even if that was the case.

“Something like that.” I signed it carefully. “You really aren’t even going to check it? Find out what you’re in for?”

She rolled her eyes and picked up the first sheet, scanning it before moving it to the side and taking the second that was freshly signed and holding it flat so that the ink didn’t run. Her lips moved as she read.

“You made us equals. I get the Aldis name, now and forever,” she spoke after a moment of silence.

“You took Ard’s Oath for me. The least I can do is return the favor.” I pulled her by her waist and kissed her.

“Am I first? Did you give Sienna her provisional contract yet?” Emlyn asked. Of course, that was the most important part to her.

“You are first. Hers is written up and decently more complex. More than ‘What’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine. There is to be no line of division between our assets,’” I repeated the most important part of Emlyn’s contract. It had been sorely tempting to make her my undying servant too, but this was more realistic.

Traditionally, given that Emlyn was an anchor, and marrying into House Aldis, there would be many details about what she could and couldn’t consider hers within the bounds of our marriage.

But I had no concern about Emlyn. And if something happened to me, she’d stay in House Aldis and do whatever she thought was best. Ideally, though, that wouldn’t happen. And I felt better not binding her up in ‘what ifs’.

Emlyn put down the contract after reading it again and kissed me more passionately before dragging me down onto the bed. “I’m going to look so hot for you tonight. You are going to be very happy that you married me.” She hooked her legs around my hips and ground against me. “Does this mean I should stop taking witchweed?”

“I’d rather you keep taking it. Not sure I’m ready to settle down,” I answered, still just getting a taste of adventure on the mountain had me wanting more.

Emlyn hummed. “Sienna though?”

“She’d stay back. My mother is… very keen on me expanding the family. I don’t really understand her heavy focus on it, if I’m honest. But I’ll let Sienna pick what she wants and… and Selina.” I remembered my mother’s words.

Emlyn kissed my neck and made me forget about the other women. “Yes. Selina too. Already expected that, but don’t think you get to ignore me just because they sign on for that. I’m first.”

“You’re first.” I pulled at her pants with a raised eyebrow.

Emlyn lifted her hips so that I could peel the leather pants off her legs. “Yes, do me first. Then we go to the ball. Then you can have whoever you want.”

“Zuri,” I answered without hesitation. “Zuri next. Sienna can come with us to the fort after, though. Maribelle is furnishing her hid—”

Emlyn, clearly tired of me talking about the others, took the initiative. She put her arms around my neck, pulling me to her and sealing my lips with a kiss. Once we were kissing, her arms moved lower and she began to use her hands to warm me up.


Chapter 18


Ihad finished getting dressed for the ball after a nice long shower. Emlyn had made sure that I needed to scrub myself quite thoroughly.

“Check me out.” I turned in the polished metal mirror, admiring the blue and white outfit.

From head to toe, I was every bit the nobleman. Military fashion was still in, so I had stiff square shoulders with tassels on my jacket. Strings of brass ran along from one shoulder to my collar, while a cape flowed down the other one.

Honestly, the cape was heavy, and I felt a little off kilter with it.

But the ribbing of the vest really pulled it all together. I had to admit, I looked rather fetching. Nobleman looked good on me. The fabric was all in House Aldis’ blue and white, even if it did seem a little close to the Royal Family to me.

A fresh shave and my hair done by a maid and I was not going to embarrass myself.

Emlyn had given me a pair of black boots to wear, but my new blue bat leather boots had stolen my attention. Plus, I thought they went better with my outfit anyways.

I kicked them on the ground, scuffing the toe and watching it regenerate with a touch of life magic. Perfect. Boots that won’t wear out! I was a genius. Though, Berny had done all the real work. I just killed a few bats.

There was a knock at the door.

“Mage Arden?” Hecate cracked the door.

“Come in.” I struck a pose and let a soft smirk linger on my face.

But Hecate gave me the same look she normally gave me. “Your ladies are ready downstairs.”

Not even impressed an ounce. Damn, it was hard to impress the maid, because I was looking fantastic.

I snapped to attention, running her words through my mind again. “Wait, I’m last? No, they are supposed to take forever.” I strode forward and then struggled with the cape as it threatened to tangle up my leg.

“Ah. You took some time yourself,” Hecate said politely.

I pulled the cape to the side and marched out and through the hall before hurrying down the stairs.

Six heads turned my way, and I froze on the staircase, using the banister to steady myself.

Thankfully, it wasn’t too awkward as several of them gasped at seeing me. I wanted to tell Hecate that she could have had a similar expression, but seeing my women in front of me made my mind go blank.

“You clean up nicely.” Sienna’s emerald eyes raked over me. She was in Graystone green with a touch of gray. Her dress looked incredibly soft, a type of velvet that gave it a large contrast from the points where the light caught it, and it almost shone to the folds in the shadow that turned almost black.

“I would say something witty, but… I’m simply at a loss for words.” I ran my eyes over all of them. My mouth ran dry and my heart had to remind itself to beat.

“A speechless Ard. Now that’s a compliment.” Emlyn stepped forward, taking my hand and gently leading me off the stairs like I might trip over myself without the help.

Honestly, I might have.

My eyes didn’t quite know where to look.

Sienna kept capturing me with her emerald eyes, yet Emlyn’s blue went fantastically with her sky-blue dress with bold white stitching. I loved seeing her in my house’s colors.

Aurelia’s was the opposite, a rich white velvet with dots of blue going up and down the hems. All of the dresses had some structure around the waist and up to their chest. They had ribbing along their abdomen that mirrored mine and strands of brass nestled in folds of fabric that hung around their breasts. It was hard not to stare.

The dresses were simple yet immaculately made. The heavy yet soft fabric practically begged to be touched. But I knew I would get my hand slapped if I tried. They had to stay pristine for their big, grand entrance. Even I could respect that.

All of the dresses were floor length except for Maribelle’s which rode scandalously high. The little blue thing begged to have her skirt lifted for… activities.

Given that the anchors needed to be able to move, the long skirts all had high slits to give them freedom in movement. My anchors were never without a weapon as long as their magic was charged.

Emlyn pushed at my chin, and I realized my mouth had begun to hang open.

I cleared my throat. “Well, I think if every man there doesn’t try to kill me with their envy, tonight will be wonderful.”

They laughed, but I really wasn’t joking. There were going to be many men trying to kill me with their envy.

“This way?” Zuri took my remaining side. Her mostly white dress was just as soft as it looked as she wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled me forward.

“Of course. I’ll happily go wherever you all are. I suddenly think I won’t mind balls as much as I thought.” I held onto Zuri, feeling the weight in my pockets once again.

Gold and jewels were heavy.

She laughed, and the brass chains that ran parallel to the cut of her shirt jingled in a way that drew my eyes like flies to honey. It just wasn’t even fair. The ladies looked ready to be whisked away for some fun, but I had to stand and be polite and proper.

“Go ahead and stare,” Zuri whispered in my ear. “I dressed up for you.”

I cleared my throat. “Hmm? What are you talking about.”

She playfully rolled her eyes before smiling and laughing again.

Damnit! She already knew my weakness!

My eyes dipped down and took in a drink of her before jumping back up to find my mother waiting in a carriage with rain still pattering down outside.

Seeing my mother was like a splash of cold water.

“Let’s not keep my mother waiting.” I hurried Zuri along, with Emlyn snickering behind me. “Oh hush you.” I caught a glance of her over my shoulder, my eyes lingering a moment on her before I turned forward and made a sheet of ice over us to keep the water off their dresses.

“There’s one way to silence me.” Emlyn winked.

“Can we at least get through a few dances before you take him off for fun?” Selina sighed. She was in Sienna’s opposite colors, wearing gray as the dominant color with flecks of green to match her mage. The chains on her dress had even been painted a shiny green.

“She’s actually off limits tonight. Emlyn and I signed a marriage contract this afternoon, and it made her a little too excited.” I let Aurelia jump up in the carriage first and verify all was safe.

“Oh?” Sienna turned sharply to look at Emlyn. “Congratulations. I’m somewhat relieved that I didn’t jump before you.”

“It would have been fine, Mage Graystone.” Emlyn answered, seeing Aurelia finish and wave me in.

“Please. If I’m to join Ard’s life, that means dropping some propriety, at least in private.” Sienna joined us in the carriage as my mother’s carriage took off at a brisk pace.

Mine would only be a few seconds behind her.

Zuri and Selina jumped into the cab, while Maribelle took the driver’s seat and was cracking the reins before the rest of them were even seated. After the driver that tried to kill me, my anchors insisted on driving.

Sienna had taken the seat next to mine while the four anchors piled in across from us.

“Do you like it?” she asked. “I can work with blue in the future, though I might mix some of my maiden house into designs in the future. Green just goes too well with my eyes.”

“I certainly agree,” I answered, watching her intently. Sienna’s chin-length, black hair shifted with her every movement, only emphasizing it when she met my eyes. “I hope you’ll let me get my pick on your dance card. The first waltz is my pick.”

Her eyes shone slightly as her pink lips ticked up in a slight smile. “I’ll make sure it is yours.”

The first waltz was significant. It was normally where the nobles liked to make a show. I intended on making multiple.

Sienna’s fingers found my hand and intertwined with mine. I found that I rather liked the touch and leaned into her, only for her to rest her head on my shoulder.

My anchors were vigilant even during the ride, but the ride through the port city was peaceful.

The rain pushed everyone under awnings and into pavilions, yet it didn’t stop them from getting out. At least, it kept the streets clear as heavy carriage traffic poured to the north. Those that weren’t attending the ball gathered around food stalls and watched all of the nobles dressed up for a party roll through the streets.

On a whim, I waved to some of them to regain some control. Just sitting in the carriage made me feel like an oddity being watched for amusement.

The palace—because that was the only word I had for a building as large as the one we were approaching—loomed ahead. A grand and temporary structure of glittering ice shielded the carriages from the rain as they rolled up through a circular street that would deposit us close to the entrance.

Light magic was laced in through the ice, making it glitter and glimmer. It was really hard to ignore the structure. It was late into the evening with the sun far over the ocean and mostly blocked by the storm clouds that kept rolling into the port.

Despite the late hour, the light streaming from the structure lit up the space around it.

“That’s… just a lot.” I squinted my eyes as they adjusted to all the sparkle and light.

“Brighthaven is showing off,” Sienna answered from where she was still leaning on me, but watching out the window. “They are hosting the four-sphere mage and even a duel with him.”

I frowned. “So by even attending, I’m what? Endorsing them?” I grumbled.

“No. Just acknowledging their prestige. They are in large part trying to show off to you,” Sienna said.

“Don’t worry, Ard, they just don’t know you at all, or they wouldn’t put forth a farce like this.” Emlyn was scanning the area while taking in the entire scene. But she didn’t seem particularly impressed. “Really, the Brighthaven House is too much.”

“New money,” Aurelia agreed. “Prestige that needs to be shown to this extent isn’t very solid. Everyone just knows House Virel’s name.”

“Or Trevis,” Zuri added.

“Graystone isn’t lacking either.” I could feel Sienna’s lips pull back into a smirk on my shoulder. “Really, this is just gaudy. Like how the guy who came to see my mom wore far too many rings on his hands. Maximilian? Is he anyone important?”

“Two-sphere,” Sienna spoke up. “Son of Elder Brighthaven. He’s not the official patriarch of the house, but he’s a close number two. He’s likely the highest-ranking member of the house here in Faylin.”

“I really should study up on these people,” I sighed, wishing I’d done that before coming to the ball. “Anyway, he hit on my mom while also being an ass. Made fun of the fact that she didn’t stand to greet him. If we get a chance, I’d love to ruin his ball. I assume it is ‘his’ based on what he said.”

“Likely.” Zuri nodded along. “We’ll know shortly.”

The carriage rolled up under the ice awning, and the patter of rain stopped.

I stuck my head out to get a look at Maribelle. “You all right?”

She held an umbrella in one hand that had spared her of most of the rain, yet sitting on the bench and moving through the rain had clearly soaked the bottom of her dress.

“Thank you for your concern, but I will dry it quickly and return to your side in the ball,” she promised.

I squinted at her, trying to decide if I could solve the problem with some application of fire magic, but I couldn’t be sure that I wouldn’t engulf her dress in a fireball, so I decided to try out that magic a bit later.

Her dress being a little wet was likely far better than it being ashes on the ground.

“Time’s up.” Selina tapped Sienna.

“Fine.” Sienna pulled herself from my shoulder with an effort and took her anchor’s hand as she was led out of the carriage.

Emlyn jerked her head for me to follow, taking my arm and making sure I didn’t flop out of the carriage and make a fool of myself. It was also wonderful to have such a beautiful woman on my arm. So, I didn’t mind her help one bit.

Emlyn’s courting gift caught the light well and shone where it rested between her breasts as we stepped out. Suddenly, I was more thankful for all the gleaming lights around the area. I loved seeing my necklace between Emlyn’s curves.

And I wasn’t the only one that noticed. More than a few people glanced my way and then at the lovely gem holding onto me, as if she wasn’t an anchor that could toss me around, but rather as if I was the one supporting her.

Zuri and Aurelia came down next before Maribelle pulled the carriage away. I always worried a little when Maribelle was out in public without me. She was a bit terrifying.

“Names?” a man asked me. When I paused, he clarified, “Mages only.”

“Ah. Arden Aldis, Sienna Graystone, and anchors.” It rankled me a little that anchors weren’t announced, but I would certainly shake enough up that I decided to let this one go.

The man stood up straighter at my name. “Of course. Please, right this way.” He nearly jumped out of his pants to guide us towards the palace and through the crowds.

Another servant took his place as a steady stream of ushers were guiding arrivals into the palace while more returned from previous trips to gather another set of guests.

“Your name was highlighted for us. Is it true? You are a four-sphere mage?” the attendant asked excitedly.

“That’s what everyone keeps telling me.” I successfully sounded like a bored noble. In truth, magic was everything I had ever hoped it would be. Being a noble was not.

“It must be incredible,” he sighed. “To have that much power and wield it like a king.” He snuck a glance at the women walking with me. “Yes, being a four-sphere must be incredible.”

“He’s quite fond of this part, for sure.” Emlyn hung off my arm, her courting gift sliding across her chest with the movement.

The man’s eyes followed the necklace.

I couldn’t blame him. She was stunning. But Emlyn didn’t even notice his attention as she dutifully made sure no threats were nearby. Her priority would always be me.

As we got to the palace, the structure was even brighter than the awning, which meant that my eyes were having trouble staying open. I had to force them open and let the light blind me temporarily.

Everything on the walls sported a glowing orb of light that made all of the gold and silver in the place reflect it, making it painfully bright. The entry hall alone made me feel like House Aldis were paupers begging on the street. I did my best to keep my face neutral, not because I was awed, but because it once again felt so wasteful.

“House Graystone was a little plain compared to this,” I commented, only realizing how that statement sounded after the words left my mouth.

But Sienna didn’t seem to mind, only humming in agreement. “We’d rather buy more land than fill an empty house with gold. After all, if we can reinvest all of our earnings into something useful like storefronts that we can rent out, it does work to earn more.” She waved her hand about. “Unlike this.”

The servant huffed, clearly in disagreement. “The grandness of this building serves to remind everyone of Brighthaven’s shining future.” The servant’s nose was looking a little besmirched in the brighter light, like he’d been shining a certain orifice with his face.

Then again, it probably wasn’t uncommon for servants to buy into a house’s ideals after a time.

The servant led us past more gold and through a set of large doors that opened to an expansive room. As we stepped inside, I found myself on a balcony and led towards a pair of winding stairs.

At the bottom of the stairs was a dance floor where people mingled among standing tables while platters moved through the crowd and were picked over.

I scanned, quickly spotting my mother at the top of a set of stairs, her attendant standing nearby looking like he was going to pee himself as he tried to figure out what to do about her wheelchair.

“This should be good,” I chuckled.

My mother huffed and waved the man away, descending the first set with pieces of ice embedded in her chair to make it float.

He hurried to keep up with her, running down to the platform at the top of the two stairs. His fist hit the railing, creating a ringing echo that told me the gold banister was actually hollow.

“Announcing Gwen Aldis.” The attendant stared at the second set of stairs, and my mother smoothed out the steps with a sheet of ice.

She rolled down each stair in a controlled manner, similar to how someone would walk down. There was a light smile on her face as she watched the rest of the crowd below.

Everyone was staring at her as she made a triumphant return to the nobility after over a decade of being missing. The ease with which she used magic told them that she wasn’t just back, but back and strong enough to hold her own.

“Our turn,” I reminded the stunned attendant. My mother had that effect on some people.

“We’ll take the other set of stairs,” Sienna added.

The man dumbly nodded, stepping up to the same section of the railing and rapping his knuckles on it for people to look away from my mother and pay attention to him. He preened as if this was ‘his’ moment.

“Now announcing Arden Aldis, four-sphere mage, extraordinaire.”

I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes out of their sockets at his addition.

But the words did have an impact on the group below.

People gasped, pointed and murmured to their neighbor. It was hard to know if it was about my four spheres or how dashing I happened to look in my current outfit. I was fairly sure it was the latter.

“And Sienna Graystone,” the attendant finished after a moment when the chatter had quieted slightly.

My lips couldn’t help quirk up in a small smile as everyone was staring at me. I pulled my hand free from my pocket and held out a necklace to rival Emlyn’s. It was a great big topaz set in gold. My mother assured me that it would go great with Zuri’s complexion, and I had to agree.

Then again, anything would look good on my anchors.

“Zuri, would you be so willing to court me?” I asked with the entire place staring at us. Why not make a scene? If Mage Brighthaven thought this was ‘his’ ball, he was very wrong. Everyone would remember the show I was going to put on.

Emlyn’s head tilted a fraction, and she clenched her fist. Those were the only signs that she was stopping herself from smacking her head into her hand.

I knew my anchor was mortified, and it made the moment even better.

Aurelia let out a soft sigh, and Sienna stopped from descending the steps to see the moment up close.

“Of course.” Zuri’s smile was bright and genuine as she dipped her head slightly.

I unclasped the necklace and put it on her. I moved slowly purely for the effect, and definitely not because my hands were shaking.

“Perfect.” I breathed and pulled her in for a kiss at the top of the stairs, taking up the limelight for a moment. The timing was perfect for me to get everyone to hate the Trevis brothers. Everybody loved a good love story.

I took Zuri’s arm in mine and Emlyn’s in the other, and walked down the stairs with a smug smile on my lips.

“I hope it’s just as exciting when he gives me mine,” Sienna said behind me. “That just really raised the standards.”

I nearly fell down the rest of the steps at the thought of having to up that moment.


Chapter 19


The one perk of going to the ball with a large group was that my dance card filled out with people I actually cared about rather quickly. Less than half of the dances were new people, and I chose those who weren’t flaunting more gold than cloth.

Really, it was like House Brighthaven had started a competition. Though, the tailor’s face when I had turned down the gold chains and asked for brass instead now made sense. Then again, I wasn’t made of money, and the difference between gold and brass seemed quite small to me visually. The port was a merchant’s paradise, and it seemed they all wanted to show just how great they were at making money.

The latest female mage handed me back my dance card that was now full up. I smiled, pleased that I could stop dealing with all the requests.

“See you on the floor.” The cute mage with brown hair gave me a finger wave as she pulled away, holding my eyes in a smoldering gaze.

“She wants you to breed her so badly,” Emlyn whispered in my ear, both half-seductive and half-teasing.

I glared at her. “Who said I was complaining?” I raised an eyebrow, egging her on.

She rolled hers and nudged her hip against mine while she gave me a knowing look. “Here I thought we were enough for you.”

“You are. But she’s been in the mountains lately. She might have information about the corrupted that I accidentally put in a horse’s body. You know, the thing that I should probably fix.” I revealed my actual motivation in asking the mage to dance.

Emlyn tried and failed to suppress a grin. “Oh. That makes sense.”

“Yeah, if I need to go further than the dance to get the information out of her, well, that’s just a price I will have to bear for the sake of fixing my mistake.” I tried to suppress my laughter as Emlyn’s grin faded and her eyes narrowed. Sometimes she was just too easy.

Emlyn watched me for a moment before a sparkle entered her eyes. “Really? You’re going to needle me even when I look like this?” She swayed her body back and forth, and my laughter faded as a hunger filled me.

Emlyn seemed satisfied with whatever she saw in my face. Leaning in, she gave me a kiss that seemed to cement her claim.

I got lost in the kiss for a moment before speaking again. “You know, it’s okay to be jealous sometimes.”

“Nah. Maribelle’s got that covered for us all. By the way, should we be worried that she hasn’t shown back up since she went off with the carriage? I’m going to be really worried when we see flecks of blood on the hem of her dress; that dress was fairly short.”

“She’s got the legs for it.” I ignored the first half of her comment. “No one will be looking at the blood.”

“Sienna is the one with killer legs. We both know that no one is looking at Maribelle’s legs.” Emlyn pointed out the obvious.

“My point exactly.” I refused to lose our conversation.

Emlyn restrained herself for a second before sighing and keeping up with me as I moved through the throng of people, gathering and exchanging dance cards.

Pushing through, I made my way to one of the standing tables and leaned on it, scanning for some platters with things I could recognize to snatch a nibble. The way the nobles flaunted so much delicious food still amazed me.

Most of the food was new to me and a bit strange. Seafood played a heavy role.

As I scanned for food, I noticed Sienna waving at me. She moved through the crowd with Selina. My eyes tracked on Sienna’s leg, they were really top tier. The slit in her dress only offered flashes of one leg while the other was barely visible as an outline in her dress. And the heels were only helping accentuate her legs.

I glanced down at Emlyn’s legs, confirming I was a fan of high heels.

“Are you comparing my legs to hers?” Emlyn said as the two came up to the table.

“Yes,” I shamelessly admitted. “That, and the effect of high heels,” I added.

Sienna put a hand lightly on my arms. “Well, then I’m flattered. To be compared to Emlyn by you is an honor. We all know you love her very much.”

Emlyn’s cheeks dusted with a hint of blush.

“So, did you manage to get your dance card filled without too many men drooling over it?” I angled my head like I was going to peek.

Sienna opened her card and showed me. “I used your anchors for when I needed a break, and of course have the first waltz with you. Dancing with another after that seemed boring so Selina is going to let me gossip with her after that. Assuming I have something to gossip over.”

I bounce my eyebrow. “I hope so.”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Selina tense up. I quickly turned to find the source, although I was fairly certain what I would find. Sure enough, Zuri’s half-brothers were making their way over to my table.

“They didn’t cause either of you an issue, did they?” I asked Sienna and Selina.

“Nope.”

“Good, then I won’t wreck them too badly. Yet.” I was sure they’d do something stupid before too long that would earn my ire.

The older brother stopped just short of our table. He was decorated to the point that I was surprised he hadn’t started piercing his face just so he could wear more gold.

“It seems you’ve decided to embarrass yourself with that little show.” He kept his chin up.

I glanced behind him. “Oh no. Where did your anchor go? You know, the one that Aurelia nearly put six feet under after she tried to attack me in public?” My voice was not quiet at all, and more than a few people were watching. “That’s right, you failed to assassinate me in broad daylight, and now you’ve called for some petty duel here today.”

Pausing, I glanced back at Emlyn. “Why am I dueling again today?”

“Because you’re a four-sphere mage that doesn’t fear the challenge, and he has a sister fetish, so he’s trying to drive a wedge between you two.” Emlyn smirked, matching my volume as she spoke.

Oh! That was a good one. Emlyn gave a reason for public opinion to sway to my side. Really, Emlyn should thank me for all the work I’d done over the years to help her develop such a quick wit. I was sure it would go over fantastically if I reminded her of that frequently.

“I do not have a sister fetish!” the older brother shouted. “I was promised the hand of the Eighth Princess if I put you in your place.”

The anchor he did have behind him pressed her palm into her face.

“Uh huh. Want to say that a bit louder? I think the people still walking in might not have heard. Thank you though.” I did a slight bow and spoke softer, “Now people are going to cheer even louder for me when you lose.”

He scoffed. “After the first waltz, we duel.”

“Oh. It’ll be a minute after the first waltz. I’m busy just after it.” I paused for a second before nodding. “Yeah. We’ll just make a show of the whole thing.”

Emlyn was rubbing her forehead behind me, and I knew that without even looking. I was enjoying myself far too much.

The Trevis mage frowned; I really needed to ask Zuri what his name was again. “Magic only, so you can’t rely on your anchors this time.”

I deadpanned. “You mean like when your anchor attacked me in the streets, right?” I glanced at the one behind him. “Dear, you know he’s about to get royally fucked. And I don’t mean he’s getting in the princess’ pants. But lucky for you, since anchors aren’t involved, you won’t have to sacrifice yourself for his stupidity.”

Emlyn groaned behind me.

She was right. I was on a roll. “Although come to think of it, you probably don’t have many options left if you went with him. You can blink twice if you need me to save you.”

His anchor just stared at me with wide eyes.

“That’s enough.” He pressed himself between me and his anchor before she had a chance to blink. “How dare you try and drive a wedge between me and my anchor?”

“Okay,” Emlyn sighed. “Let’s just stop the bullshit. You literally tried to push one of his anchors away with the duel. Like do you have any measure of sense or hypocrisy? Carmilla must have found you by asking around for the dumbest members of the Trevis family. You are a stain on their reputation.”

My smile grew the longer Emlyn berated him to the point that it was threatening to split my face. I really had sharpened her wit to the point that it could be a weapon.

By now, there was a small crowd that ‘just happened’ to be circling around us and listening into our conversation. Drama was exciting for these nobles who lived pampered lives.

The Trevis brother stood in front of us, his mouth flapping as he struggled to respond to Emlyn.

“Alright. Let’s move on. I’m worried that I’m getting duller every moment I keep talking with this guy. Dears?” I spun around and held my arms out for Emlyn and Sienna.

Emlyn hooked my arm in a heartbeat while Sienna took a moment to realize that the tides were shifting. She smiled demurely while hanging onto me.

“Do you think we should get him a life mage? He looks particularly damaged after that conversation. It might have been too much for his head,” she spoke loudly as we walked away.

I laughed at her joke, proud of her. And I was starting to think balls could be kind of fun.

Several bright beams of light shone in the air, sweeping over all of the highly polished hall and making me blink to not be blinded.

“Announcing the master of Port Faylin himself! Mage Maximilian Brighthaven.”

All of the light focused on Mage Brighthaven while another mage pushed the edges of the hall into darkness.

I swallowed a laugh, trying and failing to take the entrance seriously. This was ridiculous.

The man had a cloak of woven gold chains over one of his shoulders. I was suddenly scandalized that my fashion was even remotely close to his. I was also slightly impressed that he was still standing with all the gold hanging off of him.

Mage Brighthaven scanned the crowd as he waved from the railing and then walked down one of the winding staircases. He caught sight of my mother and then politely greeted the other people waiting for him at the bottom with a look towards her that promised that she wouldn’t get away from him that evening.

“Ugh,” I groaned. “How do people go to multiple of these a month?”

“Entertainment,” Sienna said with a chuckle. “Some of them stay cooped up all week looking at contracts or doing work. Not everybody slips away to play in the mountains.”

“Well, that’s their fault. And contracts might be better than the balls. Although, I might insist that you wear clothes like these when we do contracts. Or maybe just the heels. Yeah, just the heels and nothing else. It might make contracts bearable.”
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Maribelle tucked the carriage into the stall before unhooking the two horses and handing them off to a stable hand.

She needed to get back to Ard. Certainly, he’d save her a dance, but there were always many people vying for his attention. There would always be many.

He was a four-sphere mage and her Sir. Unless she managed to convince him to leave everything behind, she was going to have to share his attention.

She grumbled slightly under her breath.

“Is everything all right?” The stable hand looked like he was about to jump out of his skin while she brooded.

“Perfectly fine.” Maribelle gently squeezed the hem of her dress and moved over to a wood stove that was working overtime to keep the stables from freezing over. She held her dress and lightly pressed it to the side. The heat quickly caused her dress to steam and dry.

Life magic flooded through her hands and kept them from being destroyed by the heat. The slight pain was a welcome distraction from her thoughts of absconding with Ard and seeing if she could contain him.

It was unlikely that she’d be able to do so and keep him in a state that could hunt her from time to time.

So, she would take the moments she could get with their current arrangement. She looked forward to their little love nest that she was going to build, and the joy and satisfaction he was going to find in his first hunt.

She knew it was there deep down inside of him. The hunger, the predator in him was alive and well, even if he preferred to turn everything into a joke.

She licked her lips and moved the dress to work off more water from it.

“Having fun?” a familiar voice appeared.

“Tara. I didn’t think you wandered from the palace ever.” Maribelle didn’t look up, not wanting to show her face until she was able to control herself again. The thought of Ard was so potent that she needed a few seconds to collect herself.

The other maid in Carmilla’s service would be able to detect if anything was off about her.

“I go where our mistress demands.” Tara stepped in closer and Maribelle was left without a choice, looking up from her task at hand.

“Oh, and that happens to be here?” She used mock surprise to mask any other emotions.

“Of course. I am here.” Tara leaned near the fire, putting her hands over it to warm them up. “And her favorite student is here.” The woman smiled. “Though, he needs to lose an anchor or two to make room for more of us maids from the palace, don’t you think?”

Maribelle nodded along, playing the part. Yet her mind was racing. Could she use Tara to strip out Zuri? Maybe she could also remove Aurelia and perhaps even Sienna. Emlyn was a long shot. Ard was particularly close to Emlyn.

Her mind came to a screeching halt with the reminder that, once again, Ard could read her mind and that he’d discover what she’d done eventually if she ever did try. That would come with painful repercussions. And he’d make sure they were ones that she did not enjoy.

No, she mustn’t give Ard a reason to pull away. Too many of the others in his life were already cautious of her. She couldn’t betray him, even if it would mean more time for her.

But she was still curious what Tara was going to offer. “Oh. I’m listening?”

Maribelle’s thoughts turned as she realized that, if she could uncover and stop a plot against his anchors, Ard would likely praise and reward her. New thoughts and fantasies piled through Maribelle’s mind before she contained herself and focused back on Tara.

Maribelle kept a placid smile on her face and a relaxed posture. She could keep her real self far from the surface. She’d practiced for many years.

“Here I was hoping you had plans of your own. He must lose the duel. Didn’t the mistress instruct you to assist the Trevis brothers?” Tara frowned at her.

“Ah. Not really.” Maribelle shrugged. “Besides, my focus is largely on keeping Ard alive. He can be quite incapable.” She made up an excuse while downplaying his strength. Truth be told, Ard was improving his magic rapidly. “I don’t suppose you brought help with you? With a few other, more disposable people, I think we could make something work.”

Tara leaned on the stove with her hands in blue leather gloves that resisted the heat. “Now you are talking. I’m sure I can scrounge up a few dozen hands if needed. Carmilla has given the Brighthavens every resource they could need. They would throw half their mages at her feet if she asked, and I happen to come bearing a letter. What exactly do you have in mind?”

Maribelle matched Tara’s smile, though beneath it, she hid something far more sinister. “Oh, I’m cooking up a plan as we speak. Come, let's talk somewhere more private.” She glanced at the stable hands working not far from them. Her dress was suitably dry without wrinkles. Hopefully, it didn’t get too wet with the work it looked like she would be completing.

“What’s this plan?” Tara asked, falling into step behind Maribelle.

“You see, Ard relied on several of his anchors and the mage staying with him to set up a lucrative trade deal.” Maribelle stuck close to the truth, knowing it was easier to hide the lies among bits of truth. Sienna had set up a trade deal, and it was certainly something that had won Gwen over.

Maribelle might have had a few idle thoughts about spoiling it and destroying that goodwill, but Ard would not be pleased with that type of sabotage. But it did give her the idea of what to do next.

“So?” Tara asked.

“So, if the goods were to be clearly set up and robbed, he’d both be under enough pressure to strain his relationships, and it would give Carmilla or a determined anchor…” She gave Tara some side eye. “A point to step in and give him the helping hand that he needs.”

The other maid nodded. “That makes some sense. He certainly can’t have much coin to throw around on failed ventures. It isn’t unlike how Carmilla has dealt with merchants before. It’s relatively easy to manufacture disasters and give out loans. Unimaginative, but effective.”

“But like I’d said, we might need a few more hands to make this go smoothly. Who do you have that you can trust here? While I’m sure that Brighthaven might be willing to supply assistance, I would like professionals who can keep a secret,” Maribelle fished for more information.

“Tonight?” Tara asked.

“Tonight,” Maribelle confirmed. “We must stop their first shipment if we are to apply the most pressure.”

Tara bit her thumb. “Let me get started then. I can bring three others that quickly. Will that be enough?”

“They won’t have more than a dozen guards. No anchors, and we’ll hit their warehouse tonight.” Maribelle grinned. “Let me go make an appearance to my mage so that he does not grow suspicious and he tops off my magic before we go. Best for me to have my alibi.”

Tara nodded sharply. “I look forward to working together with you for a long time.”

“As do I.” Maribelle smiled a bit too wide. Her night had just picked up considerably. She just might find a way to get a nice reward from her Sir.


Chapter 20


“Are you nervous for the duel at all?” Valentina Thorne asked, batting her lashes at me.

She was pretty.

Really pretty.

Yet she had not picked up on my five former attempts to dodge this topic. Either that, or she had and she had asked the question anyway. The more we talked, the more I was fairly certain she just was not catching on.

I was afraid that what was between her ears wasn’t quite up to par with my normal standards.

She was really pretty, though, and I was enjoying myself.

“Not in the way you might think.” I decided that if I was going to talk yet again about the duel, I might as well have a bit of fun. “My biggest concern is that I might accidentally kill them. That could put my house and House Trevis into conflict.” I shook my head with mock sadness.

“Oh my,” Mage Thorne gasped. “I do hope you’ll go easy on them. Though, they seem to have stepped into something that they shouldn’t have. To try and get between a mage such as yourself and his courting.”

“Alas.” I shook my head regretfully while managing to continue dancing. “Some people just lack common sense.”

“Yes. They do. Maybe after the ball, we should talk about it more?” Valentina used the dance to press herself against me; though admittedly, her attempts were off beat and more of ‘stumbles’ rather than anything smooth.

Still, my blood rushed south as she stared up at my eyes and I tried to keep us dancing, lest we bump into another group.

I cleared my throat. “Maybe another time. Tonight I offered Zuri a courting gift, and I’m afraid that my focus will be on her.”

“Of course.” Valentina smiled, and then as if she was just remembering it, nibbled on her lip. “I am a serpent mage, you know. There are certain uses for life magic that you might not have discovered yet.”

“Besides endless stamina?” I asked.

“You need to keep water on hand,” she reminded me.

“We measure our nights in pitchers of water,” I answered, causing her to laugh against me.

Once again, her beauty was eye-catching, yet her house was one of healers and people who could sculpt bodies. It was no surprise that she was so fetching. Most of it was likely formed and not natural.

“That’s an amusement,” she said after she laughed a little too long. “That’s one way, but there are others, like molding the body during sex.” She bounced her eyebrows. “Making a man or woman so sensitive that they lose all sense of propriety. Some serpent mages keep such modifications all the time.” She brushed her hips against mine suggestively.

And I had to admit that I was damn tempted to take her for a spin and learn a thing or two about additional uses for life magic. Maybe I could even have an epiphany. It seemed like a hell of a way to improve my skills.

It certainly couldn’t hurt, right?

Even if she didn’t have much in the way of brains, she was still knowledgeable in certain ways.

The music stopped, and Valentina lingered for a second, biting her lip. “Do send for me if you ever have any questions about life magic.”

She then backed off as Sienna strode purposefully towards me with a gait that said she’d run over the other woman if she didn’t get out of the way. There was a shared glance between the two before Valentina made herself scarce.

I raised an eyebrow as Sienna stepped up to me and got into position for the next dance. “I feel like you two just had a whole conversation with that look.”

“Maybe we did.” Sienna put both of her arms over my shoulders and hooked them behind my neck. The move brought her body to press up against mine, and I found my hands on her hips, keeping them high enough so that no one would consider us crude.

The mage in my arms was beautiful. She was not quite the high maintenance beauty of Valentina, but something with a little more earthiness to it. Her nose had a flat spot on the bridge that might have been an imperfection to some, yet gave her a slightly stronger appearance.

Sadly, I couldn’t stare at her legs while we danced. I’d have to find another time to get a good glance.

For all that Valentina was pretty, Sienna felt solid in my arms like there was more substance to her. And there was a fair bit more between her ears as well.

“You are handsome tonight.” Sienna was watching me much the same way I was watching her.

“Is that so?” I asked as the slow music rolled out of the band and we started our dance.

The dance was simple, with a slow beat. We pressed ourselves together as we swayed back and forth.

“I’m sure you are bored of talking about the upcoming duel,” Sienna offered. “How about you tell me about this fort you’ve been building?” She raised a manicured eyebrow. “I assume I’ll be able to go see it next week?”

I hummed. “Is this you fishing for a question about what comes after the waltz?” I teased back, enjoying the conversation with her far more than the one before.

“Oh. I’d never ask to ruin the surprise. Yet plans must be made.” She let me sway her around in circles. “Though, if you did give two ladies courting gifts in the same ball, people would talk.”

“Emlyn told me. They might call me loose or scandalous. Whatever shall I do?” My words were dripping with sarcasm. “I know. I’ll just keep living my life, hammering away at my goals.”

“Those would be?” Sienna’s emerald eyes fixed me.

I had to give it a moment of thought to make sure I was completely honest with myself. “To grow strong enough to shelter those I care about and look out for those in my care. To become someone who won’t lose to anyone when it counts. Finally, to live a life of love.”

“Not loose indeed,” Sienna giggled. “Sounds like you just know what you want.”

I fell right into that one and laughed with her. “Not all love is in bed. Actually, that’s just… the tip of an iceberg. It is the part some of us see and focus on. No, I’m talking about everything underneath.” I cupped her waist and pulled her a little closer. “Like how a villager-turned-noble and a hard-working noble might see eye to eye.” I challenged her by putting our faces just inches apart and staring into said eyes.

She rose to the challenge, and I couldn’t help but smile. “Or how a mage of unparalleled strength might need someone capable of holding a business and a house so that he can gallivant off from time to time and not be trapped in paperwork for all of eternity.”

I gasped. “He sounds like a rat bastard. Who would gallivant away from a woman as beautiful as you? Point him out to me—I’ll have to teach him a lesson. Although, he has the right take on paperwork.” I gave a shudder.

She chuckled. “I have no illusion that you are anything but a free spirit.”

We swung around during the dance.

“I’m off my game then if my illusions aren’t working.” I clicked my tongue. “You might be right. Since I have come into my magic, I have wanted to do anything but stand still. That’s what I thought I’d be doing back in the village, in the tavern.”

“Not anymore.” Sienna smiled without an ounce of sadness. She really didn’t seem to mind if I ran off with my anchors. “No, you’ll be bound for a long and adventurous life. As a four-sphere mage, who knows how long you’ll live. Five hundred, a thousand?” She let out a simple laugh. “I somehow don’t think you’ll be sitting around in the Capital trading barbs with nobles.”

“Yet you want to join me on this ride?” I asked sincerely. “It isn’t one that you can just get off anytime you want. I’m not about to lose anyone. That means more than just dying. Once you’re mine, there’s no going back.”

“Then I hope you’ll surprise everyone and give out a second courting gift tonight.” Sienna got close enough that her hot breath tickled the hairs on my neck. “I think we complement each other well, and I want you to make lots of little Aldis heirs.”

My mouth went dry, and I had to focus on my dancing for a moment as I held her hips to mine to hide the effect her words had on me.

She giggled and rubbed her abdomen against me and my rapidly enlarging organ. “You like that idea. I’m sure your anchors won’t be popping out heirs anytime soon. Just come home once a year and make sure you can fill me with another.”

“You’ll need help,” I argued.

“Your house will throw any resources needed at raising the four-sphere mage’s children. Candidly, you wouldn’t be that involved anyway. If you don’t wander out of Avente soon, you’ll be put on the front lines with Garrish, then traipsed through the kingdom on all sorts of missions for the Royal Family. Even if you try, you’ll never get a chance to stay at home and raise kids. We both know how it will work. You’re worth it, and I want this.” She licked her pretty pink lips as the song came to an end.

I took a moment and kissed her, tilting my head to the side until our lips slid together perfectly and savored her warmth for a moment longer. “You really are ready to support me with everything you have.”

“Of course. I didn’t chase you all over the kingdom to just give up after I got my courting gift.” She glanced at me expectantly.

I looked down deeply into her eyes, only to be startled when a loud voice boomed across the room.

“Arden Aldis,” Maximilian Brighthaven shouted from the top of the steps.

I hid my eyeroll. Apparently, the man could not see that I was currently having a moment. A very important moment that he shouldn’t have interrupted.

Mage Brighthaven’s voice continued to project across the room. “Today, we all get a wonderful opportunity to witness a four-sphere mage’s power.”

While he was drumming up an atmosphere, Emlyn found me and whispered in my ear, “Maribelle disappeared again.”

I shrugged. “Let me know if she shows back up. I want to know how we can support whatever she’s doing.”

Emlyn nodded and backed away.

The crowd was parting around me, yet I held Sienna’s arm and winked at her.

“—Trevis will duel Arden Aldis. He believes that the four-sphere mage isn’t worthy of his half-sister and wants to try the man himself.”

I wrinkled my nose at the phrasing, realizing as I replayed the statement that once again I had missed the brother’s name.

“Wolf mages, please give us a stage.”

“No problem. I can take care of this,” I called out, waving my hand to the side and making a stage rise up underneath me.

Sienna was next to me, her own magic weaving deftly around mine. While I made the bulk of the stage that was rising out of the floor, she was making it worthy of the event with inlays and detailing.

I smiled at how well we worked together in making the stage.

“One moment before the duel.” I turned to Sienna as we both stood on the raised platform. Given how much of an event I had made of Zuri’s courting gift, it was only fair.

I pulled out another necklace. This one had a giant green teardrop gem placed within the pendant. “Before we continue on, I want to lock down one of the finest women in this ball. What do you think, Sienna? Would you be willing to court me?” I held up the brilliant necklace, my voice steady. I’d never been shy, but presenting the necklace in the opulence of the hall made it feel more intense.

My mother was in the corner shaking her head and putting fingers to her temples.

I mentally apologized to my mother. Some things you just needed to do on your own time. Even if doing it on the dueling stage wasn’t quite appropriate, they had tried to interrupt my courting proposal, and I was too damn stubborn to put it off.

“I would be delighted.” Sienna took the necklace and moved for me to put it around her neck. “Wonderfully, done.” She had a little twinkle of mirth in her eyes.

It slid around her neck and settled high on her chest. My eyes drifted up from it to find her leaning forward to kiss me.

The crowd cheered and clapped for us. Despite any comments that would come later about me being ‘loose’, everyone loved two people getting together.

“Are you done yet?” The older Trevis brother stepped up on the stage, peeling his gloves off his hands like he didn’t want to dirty them. With him interrupting me again, I dedicated his name shall henceforth be Trashbin.

My anchors quickly assembled near me, just off stage wanting a word.

“Actually, give me a minute. I have people that love and care for me that want to wish me well. It must be a really foreign sight to you, but please endure.” I had to clench my teeth to avoid laughing as his face screwed up into a mask of rage.

“Do you really have to anger him so much?” Sienna whispered into my ear.

“Yes, yes I do. It’s the part of this that I get to enjoy.” I kissed her cheek and made a set of stairs for her to walk down.

Emlyn, Zuri, and Aurelia were up by me in a flash as Selina took her mage in hand and kept at her side. A throng of people suddenly moved in and pressed up against them to congratulate Sienna and get in her good graces.

She was actually handling the entire situation quite well. I was pleased that I’d made the right decision. She’d do well helping manage my household.

“Just finish this quickly.” Emlyn gave me a look. “Don’t play with him. Every second you haven’t won is a chance for you to lose Zuri.”

“Nah. I’m going to hold Cyam back.” I smiled. All three of them looked exasperated with me. “It’s for the best that I keep something in reserve. Who knows when someone is going to try and put a knife in my back or something else? Having an ace in the hole is perfect.”

“By perfect, you mean you’ll use said ace if you need to?” Emlyn poked me playfully. “Not ‘keep it in reserve until you are a corpse.’”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied cheerfully.

Emlyn gave me a long stare before she kissed my cheek. “Kick some ass.”

“Yes, good luck.” Zuri kissed my other cheek.

Aurelia nodded, and I grabbed her hand, tapping my cheek. “I have another spot for you here.”

Her cheeks flushed bright red as she gave me a swift peck on the cheek and darted away with the other two.

I turned back to Mage Trevis. “Alright, Trashbin Trevis. Let’s get this over. What are the rules again?”

The platform we were on was about thirty paces wide, and we were squared up against each other. While I’d been enjoying my anchors, he appeared to have been brooding on the other side.

Maximilian Brighthaven was now standing between the two of us with his anchor. He smiled with a false warmth at both of us. “Then let us get this show going, unless you two have more words that you would like to exchange?”

“I’d happily verbally slap him about until he couldn’t stand,” I laughed as I stepped up to where we were clearly supposed to face each other one final time. It was almost tradition for nobles to throw around barbs.

“That’s a good one.” Brighthaven glanced at Trashbin Trevis to counter.

“Like you could slap me about.”

I shared a look with Brighthaven who was clearly in Trevis’ corner, yet we shared an agreement that his comeback was fairly weak.

“Well, then we’ll just have to see. I’m not the one wanting to break up my half-sister’s love with a four-sphere mage.” I glanced around. “Any other lady here wanting to step up and join my anchors?”

There was a slight commotion as many raised their hands. I hoped they all realized that it was more of a showing of support than an actual acceptance of an offer.

“See? It’s a desirable position. Your sister and I both benefit from being with each other. But if you feel you must stand against us, I will gladly fight you and claim her hand. Just try not to make a complete fool of yourself.” I worked the crowd up around us.

Trashbin lifted his chin to stare down his nose at me. “You’ll regret those words.”

It was a fairly generic comeback, but at least he was getting somewhat better. His tone and facial expression helped sell the feeling.

“We’ll see about that. Rules, Mage Brighthaven? He’s a little too slow for the verbal sparring to have any bite to it.” I turned to the older mage.

To his credit, my opponent didn’t lose his calm at all this time. It appeared the lug was capable of learning.

“First blood. We are all mages of the kingdom and the Enclave. There’s no reason for either of you to come out worse for settling your dispute. In fact, we all hope that you come out better for it. There’s nothing quite like fighting another mage with something on the line, even if it isn’t your life. Also, we do have a four-sphere mage in this combat; I don’t feel it’s a hindrance to take death magic off the table. It can do far more harm than necessary for a duel to first blood.” Mage Brighthaven’s voice was unnaturally amplified.

“Fine by me. I wasn’t planning on using death anyways,” I replied.

Trashbin Trevis only had the wolf sphere. His younger brother had serpent as well. Removing death did nothing to Trashbin.

“Perfect. Shake hands and then step back to your sides for the duel to begin.” Mage Brighthaven was all flair as he gestured about, creating beams of light over us.

I held out my hand. “Good luck, Trashbin.” Our hands clasped.

He tried to crush my hand in a childish move, but Emlyn had prepared me for that move too many times in our actual childhood. The strong grip didn’t even phase me. I kept my hand relaxed and used a slight trickle of life magic to soothe it, giving him a shit-eating grin. He frowned, letting go of my hand as he lumbered back to his part of the platform.

I moved back to my area as well, opening my sphere of the wolf and starting to flood myself with magic.

“Alright. Let us give our two duelists a round of applause to warm them up.” Mage Brighthaven threw his hands in the air and a faint shimmer lined the stage. It was not enough to prevent people from viewing, but I had to give Mage Brighthaven some credit, he’d built a powerful shield made from very thin light magic.

Everyone was clapping while many women were whistling and cheering for me to win.

I looked across all the smiling faces, my eyes landing on Emlyn and Zuri before I focused back on my opponent. I knew Emlyn hated that she couldn’t fight alongside me, but I would just have to up my game so that she had a good show to watch.

“Ready. Set. Fight!” Mage Brighthaven floated up on a platform of light as the stage flashed with light.


Chapter 21


Iblinked as the light blinded me for a second. Simply out of training, I side-stepped as something whizzed past me, shattering on the shield of light around the stage.

What a cheap fucking move.

Brighthaven had blinded me with his theatrics while Trashbin had taken a shot!

And that was the danger of a duel to first blood. Gimmicks and cheap shots became all that much more effective. They didn’t need to win a long strategic fight; they just needed to make me bleed.

With a wave of his hand, Trashbin launched another salvo of rocks.

Lightning tore out of my fingertips, blowing through all the stones and surging towards Mage Trevis. He stepped forward, a bubble of stone encasing him and protecting him cleanly from the lightning. I watched as my lightning was neatly sucked into the ground by his stone.

He spun around his barrier, and as soon as he saw me, spikes of stone erupted all around me.

My own earth magic pushed them away as I pulled the stone out from underneath me and used his own barrier to block his line of sight. With a wave of my hand, I smashed it into a thousand shards of stone that rained down on him.

Only, he wasn’t there anymore.

In the moment of casting the magic, I’d lost sight of him and he had disappeared.

I froze as the crowd cheered; everyone was howling for that sight of first blood. Like a pack of hungry animals, all of the nobles, mages, and anchors were excited by the combat.

For a moment, the situation clouded my mind, and I didn’t realize where Trashbin had gone.

Then the ground below me radiated magic, and I jumped on instinct, creating a platform of ice and riding it up from the ground. The whole platform exploded in spikes. Those at the edge of the platform caught the shield of light, and it shattered.

If I had been anywhere on the stage, I would have been cut numerous times. Meanwhile, Trashbin had gone underground to remain protected. He also was out of eyesight. I had a feeling that even if I hit him, he would never pop up and admit the defeat.

Trashbin was really playing to the strengths of the duel. I probably should have considered some of this beforehand. Maybe talked it out with Zuri.

“Mage Brighthaven. I’m afraid if he doesn’t come back up, I’m going to have to use the kind of force that he might not get up from. As the host of the duel, it’s your responsibility to ensure he survives.” I drew my hand forward.

Just blow the whole damned stage up to solve this. Fire was my most unreliable element, yet also one of the strongest if I used it correctly.

Burning myself against the pirates had given the motivation that I needed to achieve at least some mastery of the element. And I had decided that it was the reason for mastery, not Emlyn constantly badgering me because they didn’t want me to get drunk and blow us all up.

A ball of fire expanded before me as stone showered upwards like reverse rain. The pieces weren’t big, but it didn’t matter. He only needed to cut me once.

The pressure of the ball of fire expanding pressed all of the stone off to the side. For flair, I compressed the ball before throwing it down at the ground.

After I released the fireball, I switched to my wolf sphere and ripped open a hole in the ground for the fire to press down into. Switching back, I wrapped myself in layer after layer of ice. The stones were going to come back down on me, and I knew not to ignore them even after they passed me in the air.

“Hold on!” Mage Brighthaven screamed, seeing the compressed fire drop into the stage. His arms shot out, and the barrier around us redoubled and bit into the ground.

An explosion rocked the inside of the barrier, straining it and forcing Mage Brighthaven to make it bright enough to prevent me from seeing out. Dust filled the air and I stayed in my shell of ice as rocks rained down on me from his prior attack and the explosion.

“No reason to cancel this early and get dirty.” I brushed off my jacket, making sure I was still just as put together as I had started the duel. If I was going to dress up nicely, I certainly was going to make sure I stayed presentable.

Not to mention, still being put together would make a fantastic effect for the end of the duel.

I made a panel at the bottom of the ice thin enough to see how far my magic had gone and if I needed to rebuild the stage for me to land on and claim victory. I had to admit that fire magic was becoming one of my favorites. It could be quite explosive and effective.

As the dust settled, I spotted a square space underneath the stage covered with more of Brighthaven’s barrier. But I did not see Trashbin.

The barrier receded, and Trashbin walked through a new hole in the stone.

He hadn’t even been underneath the stage! Not to mention Brighthaven had used the density of the light screen while blocking my fireball to also protect him.

I opened my mouth to argue, only to realize that there hadn’t been any rule issued about staying on the stage or even underneath it. All that had been stated was first blood.

I tilted my head, considering both of them. “Well, if you are going to run and hide, then I won’t hold back.”

Trashbin shrugged, pulling at his magic and remaking the stage, though it wasn’t half as good as mine, as the dust settled.

The barrier reduced back to a level that I could see through, and I wanted to spit. To everyone else, Trashbin was rising out of the destruction I’d wrought without a spec of damage on him.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he sneered at me.

Now I was truly pissed.

Lightning raced out around him without warning.

I was still in the air and unable to use the same trick he had in grounding the lightning. Yet the sheer power behind my ice magic was enough to hold off his assault.

He didn’t let up, instead pouring all of the lightning magic he could at me. I was at a disadvantageous position, keeping myself in the air as well as holding off lightning with ice.

Cyam whinnied, and a horse tail of shadows swatted a glimmer of light.

I was about to scold my shadow horse as a small needle fell down at my feet.

The what?! They were still cheating?

I wanted to scream. They really were willing to win by any means necessary. Clearly, they had no code or ethics.

I threw up a maelstrom of ice around me, blocking off the lightning and pulling myself back to the ground where I stuffed the needle under the stage quickly. The last thing I needed was them to try and use it as evidence for me cheating, or some other bullshit.

This whole duel stank.

They, and Carmilla by extension, wanted to take away one of my anchors. That knowledge became anger. And my anger became fuel as the ground around me turned to frost that even climbed up the barrier of light, causing it to crack.

If they wanted to see a four-sphere mage, I would show them a four-sphere mage.

Chill wind whipped around me, and I pointed at Trashbin. What I moved wasn’t so much ice as it was ice magic swirling so densely around me that everything froze.

Trashbin was at the center of the vortex, and all of the stone he tried to summon was quickly locked out of his magic as I covered it in a layer of ice. His clothes started to freeze.

He shivered and stepped back, rubbing a finger down his arm as he pointed it at me even as frost clung to it.

I sidestepped just in time for an arrow of stone to launch like it had been shot from a crossbow rather than a mage. The move was enough to break my focus, and the icy winds halted.

Trashbin started to run his finger down his arm repeatedly, and with every movement, he produced an arrow with incredible detail and power.

I threw up a block of ice that rapidly became a manticore claw that twirled at him. His arrow shattered it and confirmed my thoughts. The arrow was his adept spell. That was the only way he’d so casually destroy mine.

A wall of stone sprang up in front of me as he continued to fire arrow after arrow. The arrows punched through and got stuck in my one-foot thick wall of stone.

A bead of sweat formed on my brow.

This wasn’t that bad of a spell. Sure, it was a basic bitch arrow. Yet he was firing them with enough speed, weight, and focus that they would shred a man in armor.

The fact that the tips came through my stone wall still sharp meant he had a strong mental image of these arrows and he was producing them rapid fire.

Several more punched into the stone wall as a crack appeared in it and another arrow, this one heavier than the others, shattered its way through the center.

It missed me by a mile, but that didn’t change the fact that he was able to fire the arrows so quickly and modify their speed and weight on the fly. I tucked away that knowledge and worked to strategize.

I grit my teeth and shoved the wall, shattering it and sending it towards Trashbin, only to follow it up with a storm of ice shards to keep him from getting a visual on my location.

Cyam whinnied in my shadow like a kid begging to be picked for a team game.

“Not now,” I hissed.

He whinnied again, and my shadow rippled.

“Fine.” I decided to use him, but not to show his full abilities. Drawing on the magic that let me touch souls, I lifted Cyam’s soul from my shadow and stuck it in an expanding ball of fire.

It was like I’d thrown lamp oil in a hearth.

The fire exploded outwards until it made the form of a rearing horse, and his neigh came out like a blazing roar, emphasized by crackles in the fire.

“Oh fuck.” I raised my eyebrows, realizing that Fire Cyam was really angry.

Cyam came down from his rearing and stomped on the stage, sending explosions of fire with each hoof beat as he charged Trashbin. My opponent’s eyes were wide as a horse made of fire reflected in his eyes.

Cyam bore down on him and swelled with all the magic energy in his current form.

I ripped his soul out of the fireball at the last second and stuffed it back in my shadow, before hunkering down and lifting up a slanted barrier.

The explosion was deafening, and fire swelled around me. I reinforced my little bunker with ice magic to protect my clothes and pushed with my fire magic to keep it away from me.

For all the trouble it caused, the fire was gone just as soon as it started, taking with it my hearing. I dismissed the stone and ice bunker to see the results of fire Cyam.

Mage Brighthaven’s barrier had gone opaque again, only to be shattered behind Trashbin. Meanwhile, a second barrier was around Trashbin.

Everyone on the one side could clearly see that he’d been protected.

The barrier protecting Trashbin faded as Brighthaven’s went transparent once again. “Ha, you couldn’t even scratch me,” he boasted.

I raised an eyebrow and saw the crowd behind him sour at his comment. It was well known enough that he was just a wolf mage. He’d just received outside help.

Somehow, he thought he still had the advantage and was gloating.

The people who saw it had their faces twisting in disgust and confusion as they began to whisper and spread what they saw.

I stood, and put my hands in my pockets. “Yeah. It’s really easy to avoid multiple strong spells when someone else covers you.” I rolled my eyes. “There’s no point in this. You and Mage Brighthaven have been cheating.”

Brighthaven scoffed. He’d been on the other side of the stage from where the audience had been able to see the assistance. “You dare insinuate that I’ve been cheating?”

“You, or whoever else is casting a barrier of light at the same moment that you ‘shield’ the crowd by intensifying the barrier around the stage. Or both of you. Take your pick.” I stepped back so that I could keep both of them in my vision. We were still in the duel, and they’d proven they had no issue with underhanded tactics.

“How dare you!” Mage Brighthaven acted, and a sword made of light materialized with a flick of his wrist and came cutting down toward me.

I held my ground, staring down the spell that could surely cut just about anything except Cyam.

The horse made of shadow magic jumped from behind me to meet the spell head on. Quite literally, he smashed that thick skull of his into the blade, stopping it dead.

The next instant, the entire hall went frigid.

Thorny vines tipped with roses filled the walls, ceiling and floor. All of it was made from ice. The blade in question had icy roses wrapped around it, preventing it from moving any more.

Everyone was silent as the crunching sound of ice forming filled the space.

“How dare you,” my mother’s voice rang out in the silent hall, and I swear the entire room flinched as one.

I looked back at Mage Brighthaven, who was bleeding all over, his body wrapped tightly in icy thorns.

His anchor was next to him, but there was nothing she could do. She was already too late to stop my mother from capturing him in her thorny ice.

“Everyone has now witnessed your farce and your shame.” My mother’s tone chilled even my blood. “We saw Mage Trevis protected by a screen of light. You and I made a bet on this match; I will not let the outcome be tampered.”

Her vines of ice crackled, and Mage Brighthaven groaned, “Stop her.”

His anchor moved to strike my mother with the back of her hand, only for a flower of ice to bloom before her. My mother sent the anchor flying backwards as the petal swirled and cut her dozens of times.

“Come at me again and I will not be so kind.” My mother gave the anchor a bored expression before turning back to Mage Brighthaven. “For trying to cheat me out of our bet, should I issue a duel for you here?” My mother hummed.

The whole crowd was watching my mother manhandle Maximillian as the showy mage stayed silent and grit his teeth through the interaction.

I didn’t know how strong he was on the scale of the kingdom, but everyone seemed suitably impressed at my mother’s handling of him and his anchor.

She snapped her fingers, and all of the ice disappeared except for a few roses that lingered on her chair, likely to protect herself if she needed them.

Maximillian collapsed to a heap and no one moved to help him, afraid my mother would take offense.

“What are you doing, Arden?” my mother chided me. “Wipe the floor with him and be done with this.”

“Of course.” I turned back to Trashbin, who took a careful step backwards now that I was focusing on him again.

He reached for his arm to fire off more arrows, but I reached for that same anger I had recently drawn from and flooded the area between us with ice magic. It seemed appropriate to use ice magic after witnessing my mother be such a badass.

Chill wind swirled around me and froze the first two arrows that he fired midair.

I pushed the ice magic further and wrapped it around him. He tried to shield himself with a dome of stone, but I summoned several quick, crude manticore claws and tore it apart as my frost wrapped around him and brought him to his knees. Then my ice clung to him and weighed him down like chains.

“Does someone need to call this, or do I just keep going?” I asked when no one was stopping me.

“First blood,” Emlyn’s voice called out to remind me.

I made the ice clinging to him bite in all over his body and his blood flowed freely. Probably a little too freely, but I was fairly pissed at that point.

“I think that’s enough.” My mother leaned on her hand. “Really, this has been a passable ball. Though, I will sue Brighthaven for their treatment and attempts at cheating.”

I turned, watching two men helping Maximilian up. I could see now that my mother had done a number on him. Where his clothing was cut, his skin had turned dark with frostbite.

One of the men had a soft glow coming from his hands to heal the host of the ball.

“Well then. Time to pay up.” I came over to the kneeling mage and nudged him with my boot, careful not to get any of his blood on my special boots. I loved my blue boots.

“Leave it. We’ll bill House Trevis.” My mother glanced over the room. “Perhaps we should retire for the night.”

I shrugged and motioned for my group to come with me.

They didn’t seem to mind the attention as they pushed their way through the crowd to me and we ascended the stairs together.

I got to the top where there was the hollow railing and decided to walk up and knock on it, quieting down the room. Once the murmurs had died down enough, I spoke.

“Thanks for the ball. I got two lovely ladies and fifty gold, so not a bad night. Let’s do it again.” I smiled at the younger Trevis brother who was working to heal Trashbin. “Until next time!” I waved over my shoulder and headed to follow my mother.

“Ard, where’s Maribelle?” Zuri whispered to me.

“No clue, but she can handle herself. I honestly don’t think we should stick around after that whole scene. I’m afraid that I’m going to end up with some cutlery in my gut.” I had hurt the pride of two houses, and they likely would act rashly if I stayed around. They’d already proven they would fight dirty. “Besides, if she’s murdering people, I’m sure it is in our best interests.”


Chapter 22


Maribelle walked with Tara and the two others Tara had recruited out the back of the Brighthaven estate. Rain was still pouring down, so they took shelter under a large oak while they waited.

It seemed that Tara had been able to find two supporters and a third was supposed to join them shortly. Maribelle had given Tara enough information to be sure the woman trusted her, without anything damning for Ard.

“Those tits of yours are really weapons of their own,” Tara commented dryly as they reached the back wall and waited. The taller maid stared down at Maribelle.

Tara had been one of the leaders among the maids at the palace. For Carmilla to send her to the ball and away from the palace to check up on the situation meant Ard was a top priority.

“They serve their purpose,” Maribelle spoke as casually as she could. “For blending in, they are poor, but for getting people to do what you want? They are perfect.”

Tara grunted. The taller maid cut a lovely figure, but Maribelle preferred her own body’s proportion. It emphasized where she wanted Ard’s attention.

“Tara, we have an update.” The last maid hurried to them across the lawn.

“Update?” Maribelle asked, asserting herself. She knew how Carmilla’s groups worked. They were often fighting for authority. The princess often pitted people against each other just to see who would come out on top.

“Mage Aldis used a fire horse ability,” the maid spoke to Maribelle before glancing at Tara, unsure if she should have reported to Maribelle.

Maribelle could tell that there was significance in the report, but Tara hadn’t given her any information to decode what it meant.

“If that was something we were to watch for, why am I just hearing this now?” Maribelle let her face turn into a scowl for all the wrong reasons. If she’d known they were watching for that use of magic, she could have coached Ard differently.

Tara clicked her tongue. “It seems we have to change plans.”

“Allow me to assist. I’m close enough to the mage to help, after all.” Maribelle needed to know what they were going to do. Something sunk in her gut; she had a bad feeling.

The head maid looked her over before nodding to herself. “Carmilla’s orders were to kill him if he demonstrated any ability that appeared to mimic an animal with one of his elements. She advised extreme caution in doing so. No others have been watching for the ability; she did not want the concept to get back to him and help him develop further.” Tara put a hand on her skirt, most likely checking there was a knife still hidden.

Maribelle nodded. “I see.” Her voice was calm, but her mind was racing. Ard’s ability with Cyam was expected by Carmilla. The implications of that were beyond dangerous.

Carmilla’s order to kill him if he displayed it meant she knew more about his potential than she had ever divulged. She might even know that the horse was likely fueled by Cyam’s soul.

Maribelle couldn’t stand by idly, and she needed to stray close to this group that planned to assassinate her man. She would play her part. “Well that makes everything easier. I will wrap up this job and return to the palace. It is far more comfortable than living in the mountains most of the week.”

Tara laughed. “Probably terrible getting stuffed by him every day too.”

If only, Maribelle grumbled internally. “They had discussed the route home in the event that they caused a disturbance at the ball. Is that the case now?”

“I would say so.” The latest maid looked to Tara for confirmation.

The head maid nodded. “We’ll get you out of this crap assignment, Maribelle. Honestly, you are missed back at the palace. Carmilla made a comment before I left about how she was ready to have you back.”

Maribelle stuffed any response down and simply nodded. “It would be my honor to return.” She doubted Carmilla missed her much. If anything, the woman probably just missed having another tool to deploy at a moment’s notice. But she knew that the other women were loyal. That type of statement from their mistress would be held close to their heart.

“Have enough magic?” Tara asked. “I don’t suppose you transfer very smoothly from that hick of a mage.”

“I can manage. Follow me.” Maribelle jumped the wall like it was a step and landed on the other side only to break into a run that would beat a horse. Life magic flowed through her body, enhancing everything.

In reality, she was stuffed to the brim with magic. She loved her mage, and her soul greedily drank up any magic he offered her. The transfer of magic between them was incredible. It was just another reason that she knew Arden secretly liked the idea of hunting her.

The others couldn’t see her face, so she let a smile cross it as she considered her plans for after that night with Ard. Their plans had changed abruptly, but Maribelle would manage to finish what she had planned on starting.

Tara caught up to her, dark magic on the edge of her skin. “There are still three other anchors with him?”

Maribelle nodded. “Another mage as well. Though, I think if you endanger her, the anchor with her will attempt to escape.”

Tara nodded, hurrying along beside Maribelle.

She needed to let herself lag slightly, dropping her speed so that she would not give away her current strength. “It seems that my magic isn’t as full as I’d like,” Maribelle muttered. “The anchors are all decently well trained. The Trevis woman is focused on long range and should be easy to counter quickly if we send two after her. Emlyn is average; it is the Virel that we need to be careful of.”

Maribelle reported information exactly as they would expect to hear. None of it was very new or unable to be gathered by others.

Knowing the area she wanted to use, Maribelle hurried them over to a road at the edge of the port city. It was too poor an area for there to be fires kept at night to use to see. Instead, it was nearly pitch black; the storm blanketed the sky and hid the stars from even giving them a glimmer of light.

Rather and keep going, she paused, letting her magic falter in front of Tara. “This should be part of the route.’

The other maid caught her arm. “Save what you can for what’s about to come. We might need help with the Virel. You two.” She pointed to the maids. “Take the Trevis. Put her out of the fight in seconds. Maribelle, you will take that other mage. Finally, you.” She pointed to the last anchor who’d also been the slowest.

Maribelle couldn’t see it well in the dark, but she suspected that the woman’s element was earth.

“Topple the cart and kill the horses. First strike is to get rid of the other mage and the Trevis. If their cart is down, we can go back for a second swing while they try to flee,” Tara ordered.

“You’ll fight the Virel and the villager anchor on your own?” Maribelle asked.

Tara snorted. “No. I’m going to go for the kill. Hopefully, I can force the two of them to defend him in the worst case. Everyone understand?”

There were nods from the other maid-anchors.

They were all fairly familiar with how to kill a mage among an anchor or two. The additions made it more complex, but they had the people for the operation.

A moment later, a covered cart barreled down the road, likely racing home from a trip that had gone too long.

Maribelle dipped her head, thanking the fellows for their sacrifice. “That’s it. Ard had a second carriage nearby for this occasion.”

Tara squinted at her in the darkness, as if starting to sense something might be wrong.

Maribelle kept her face calm. “I agree, this is sudden. If we wait a few days, he’ll likely head into the mountains, and we can plan a more organized operation.”

“No. This needs to be immediate. Carmilla was clear,” Tara spoke, clenching her teeth. “Hit the carriage,” she ordered one of the anchors, who jumped down immediately, followed by Tara and one of the others.

“Help me down?” Maribelle asked.

The last one hesitated and looked to Maribelle, only to choke amid the rain.

Maribelle slid her knife out of the woman’s throat, the rain muting any sound from her sudden strike as the blood poured out of the woman’s throat.

“Don’t take it personally. I just love Ard.” She patted the woman’s face that was rapidly draining of color. Then Maribelle slung the woman’s arm under her shoulder and jumped down.

Maribelle knew she needed to act quickly, and the longer she could avoid any further suspicion, the better. One woman holding another was the silhouette that Tara would be expecting to follow her, so she needed the now dead body.

The attack began, and the carriage was thrown to the side by the earth anchor. Tara and the other pounced on it, and Maribelle appeared behind the earth anchor knowing that she’d be a problem.

“Catch,” she called out, throwing the now dead maid into the other’s arms.

The maid reacted on reflex, grabbing the other woman only to see a face up close that she recognized.

Maribelle wove around to the still-living woman and slammed her dagger home in the earth anchor’s soft side. Yet it wasn’t soft with how much magic she was channeling through her body and dress.

A second fist punched into the back of her dagger that had only driven itself in half an inch. This time, it stabbed deep enough to do some damage.

The earth anchor’s hands were full, and hesitated in shock. “Tara!” she shouted over the rain.

Her call was too late. Maribelle ripped her dagger through the woman’s side and her second dagger gouged out her eyes before she danced away in the rain.

Maribelle wouldn’t want to get too much blood on her dress. Thankfully, it was a nice dark black that would hide blood stains well.

Maribelle stepped back into an alley as Tara flew into a rage, no doubt having entered the carriage and realized that the carriage did not hold her target.

That paired with the maid’s scream would tell her something was wrong. The element of surprise was gone.

One maid was dead, and the other would expire soon without an earth anchor tending to her.

Maribelle’s dagger had gone into her throat at an angle that would go through the back of her throat and into the woman’s head far enough to extinguish her instantly.

“Maribelle, you bitch!” Tara screamed in the middle of the street, splashing water as she turned and scanned the dark night.

Maribelle’s time was limited. As an anchor with dark magic, Tara held the advantage in a one-on-one fight, and she would have an even stronger position if that other anchor joined her.

Seeing her chance to take out the final anchor, Maribelle jumped from her hiding spot to tackle the other maid, dragging her down into a puddle and slamming her face under the water.

The maid bucked under Maribelle, but her knife was already out stabbing repeatedly at the maid’s back. The cuts were shallow at first, but drowning had the unfortunate side effect of causing one’s focus to falter.

The fourth stab went clean through her dress and severed the maid’s spine.

Maribelle finished the job right before her body was ripped from the maid’s back and thrown against the street, with a new cut along her arm that was stitching itself back together under the focus of her life magic.

“I can’t believe you’d be stupid enough to betray Carmilla. She’s going to rule this Kingdom and the Enclave, if she doesn’t already.” Tara stalked forward, a single long knife in her hand playing back and forth over her fingers.

Maribelle staggered to her feet, her bruises already healing and shrugged. “So? I do what I want, and she can’t change that.”

Her statement brought Tara up short. “You have feelings for him, don’t you?” The maid gave her a soft smile in the darkness. “Cute. Okay. I’ll help you out. After I kill you, I’ll string him up like a pig and send him onto you in the afterlife. Deal?” She slipped forward like a shadow in the dark.

Maribelle barely got her knives up to block the first strike, and missed the second as it cut deep into her side. Though for a moment, she forgot how to fight, concerned mostly with protecting herself.

But Tara had underestimated her feelings. The thought of Tara finishing her and going after Ard riled something deep within her.

Tara slipped around Maribelle’s guard again, burying the long dagger in her gut before twisting it and flowing out before Maribelle’s dagger could find her.

“Ah ah,” Tara tsked from the side. “You might be a life anchor, but you’ll stop healing eventually. Going to run on me? I like a good chase.”

Blood welled up in Maribelle’s mouth. She could taste the metallic tang, and she licked her teeth before letting out a harsh laugh. “That’s what you don’t get, Tara. This was always the plan. Think. If I was going to betray Carmilla, what did you think you were going to find in that warehouse?”

She was Ard’s, and she would give everything over to him. His magic thrummed in her, flowing through her body without resistance, no different than her own blood.

The gut wound itched like a thousand ants were crawling in her, but her strength rebounded. She was Ard’s tool, and right now, Ard needed to be protected.

She’d be his knife and cut out the problem before it became an issue.

“Well, bitch. You did a decent job.” Tara lunged forward and stabbed towards Maribelle’s guts where the wounds were just repairing, only to flow to the side unexpectedly and drag her long knife along the back of Maribelle’s thigh. “But it wasn’t enough.”

Maribelle had to react quickly.

She dropped one of her daggers to snatch Tara’s wrist and keep it next to her thigh before using her other dagger to pierce through Tara’s forearm and into her own thigh.

Maribelle stopped holding up her weight, and the two of them collapsed down, with Tara twisting to land on top.

“You’ll pay for that.” Tara tried to pull her arm back, yet Maribelle used all her strength to keep Tara’s arm pinned to her thigh.

The dagger had pierced between the bones in Tara’s forearm, and she’d have to lose it at the elbow to get it back.

Maribelle grinned with blood in her mouth and her eyes wide. “Thanks, Tara. You know, I was hoping Carmilla would send someone. My love needed a gift.” She reinforced herself with life magic and snapped her head forward, cracking their skulls together and dazing Tara.

Tara tried to fight, claw, and scratch at Maribelle to find purchase and hold her off, but the wounds were shallow and meaningless to Maribelle.

Maribelle smashed her head forward again as Tara’s nose spouted blood, and then again as Tara lost the strength to struggle.

Maribelle threw her weight and rolled on top of the other anchor, still skewering her weapon arm against her thigh. “My love needed a gift. I thought long and hard about how to make the most special gift for him. He trusts me, I don’t doubt that. Yet you represent the one thing that might worry him from time to time: my former employment to Carmilla.

“So, what better gift could I get him than proof that I have completely forsaken Carmilla, and even acted against her?” Maribelle’s face split in an impossibly wide grin before her forehead smashed down again and she laughed with glee. “So thank you so much, Tara. It was a wonder to work with you. I learned so much.” Her forehead came down again.

Tara was limp enough by that point that Maribelle felt confident Tara wasn’t faking and about to attack. But there was no room for error, not when she was getting a precious gift for her Sir.

Maribelle picked up the blade that had fallen from Tara’s hands in the scuffle and felt the bruises on her forehead healing quickly just as every other part of her returned to its pristine porcelain skin.

The rain washed away all of the blood as she found Tara’s blade and started hacking.

People were peeking out of windows, but Maribelle had picked a specific part of the city. No one dared come out and interfere with a fight between anchors. To do so for the ordinary citizen would be suicide.

Maribelle started to whistle a tune as she prepared her present for Ard. She pulled the knife from her thigh and found her other blade, moving to store it under her short skirt only to realize that it was too shredded and the strap to hold her knives was long gone.

For a long moment, she focused, making sure that all of the life magic in her circulated and restored her so that she wasn’t going to show up to Ard with injuries.

The rain washed away the blood, and while her dress was torn, she didn’t think Ard would be upset if she wasn’t hurt. A repeat of what happened to Aurelia was unacceptable. Though, the idea of Ard becoming upset over her wellbeing made her blush as she found a sack in the merchant’s cart and emptied it before filling it with her presents for Ard.

The night had turned out to be a great night. She had protected her Sir and gained a great present to offer to him.

She wondered if it would be enough to be called a courting gift.

Maribelle giggled as she started to skip down the dark street. Ard was going to give all the others courting gifts, but she was going to be the one to give him one.

Moving through the dark night, Maribelle considered her route. Her wild side had come out, and she felt like letting it be free for a little longer. Once she got to the estate, she would bottle it back up so that she didn’t scare everyone else.


Chapter 23


Imanaged to arrive back to my family’s manor with my anchors without being molested by Brighthaven or Carmilla’s people. I counted myself lucky. I had expected some sort of ambush.

“Are you sure it’s okay that we left Maribelle?” Sienna asked as we walked inside.

“Yes, though I hope you don’t mind if I wait here for her.” I grabbed a chair. I could feel Maribelle off in the distance through my magic, and I thought it was best to wait for her. She had already begun heading straight our way at a rapid pace.

“I’m going to freshen up,” Zuri said, a slight blush to her cheeks as she stared hungrily at me.

“Please do. I can feel Maribelle coming back. Everyone else, get ready to head back to the mountains tomorrow. I don’t want to stick around the city more than I have to right now.” Glancing at my mother, I raised an eyebrow in question, wondering if she would object.

“Yes, that would be best. I’ll make sure payments are made for the duel. By the way, you both look brilliant with those courting gifts. Sienna, there’s a provisional contract waiting for you in the study. I would ask that you read and sign it before heading up to the fort with Ard.”

“Yes, Mage Aldis.” Sienna dipped her head.

All of the women were being very careful around my mother after the power she had displayed at the ball. When I was well away from her, I needed to get a better understanding of how impressive that magic had been.

I moved a chair to wait by the front door as they all went about their business.

Maribelle drew closer and closer, but then she stopped. I could sense her just outside the door, and when she delayed entering, I grew impatient and stood up to answer the door.

What I saw on the other side made me smile.

She was wringing out the rags of her dress and trying to get it into position so that it didn’t look too bad. And that was a difficult task. The dress was shredded beyond recognition.

“Ah. You’ll create a new fashion if you walk around like that too much,” I teased.

She snapped to attention, having not heard me open the door. “Sir!” She beamed at me and stepped into the threshold. “I encountered just a bit of difficulty on the way back.”

I took her cheek and lifted it to plant a kiss on her lips, opening up my serpent sphere and dumping life magic into her to make sure she was not too injured. Even then, I could tell that she had used quite a bit of magic recently. Taking that in with the state of her dress, I surmised that the cuts had likely been fairly deep.

I hid any concern though. “Glad you are back safely.” I glanced at the bag in her hand, noting that it was definitely dripping watered down blood onto the rug. “Let’s get that put somewhere.”

I could only guess what was in that bag, but I hoped it was simply some bloody clothes or rags.

“Yes. Downstairs.” Maribelle did her best to manage the bag so that it didn’t get blood everywhere and largely succeeded, but there would be a trail of blood all the way to the cellar.

“So, tell me what happened?” I kept up the conversation. Genuinely, I was worried when she hadn’t shown up for the duel.

“Ah.” She dipped her head. “Several agents of Carmilla’s contacted me when I put the carriage away.”

My brows pressed down; I didn’t like the sound of the word ‘several’.

“I lured them into a trap and disposed of them. They… they…” Her pretty face became one twisted with anger. “They wanted to kill you, Sir.”

We reached the bottom of the stairs, and I glanced at the bag, which seemed lumpy. The sudden hope that bloody rags were inside vanished.

“So.” A smile returned to Maribelle’s face. “I brought you a bouquet.” She placed the sack down on the table and happily opened it to reveal four severed heads inside.

Holy shit. Holy shit. Maribelle had brought me a fucking bag of heads.

I did my best to keep a calm face. “Huh?” Surprise overtook me as I glanced at the faces. Most I didn’t know, but there was one I most definitely had seen before. “Tara?”

“She was leading them. At first, it seemed she was just gathering information, but when this one”—Maribelle pointed to another head—“came back with news of you using a horse of flame, it triggered a condition that Carmilla set. Immediately, they began to plan for your death as quickly as possible.”

I stared between the four lifeless heads, wondering why she’d bothered to bring them back. It wasn’t as if I needed proof from her.

“Are you happy with my gift?” she asked, holding her hands behind her back and pressing her chest forward into my side. She was still wet, but that did nothing to hide the softness of her body.

I froze. She considered the bag of heads a gift? “I’m very happy with it.” I couldn’t tell her otherwise. “Why bring them back, though?” My voice was as calm as I could manage to keep it. I couldn’t help but waver a bit as I stared at the bloodied heads sitting on a table in front of me.

“Evidence.” She smiled. “You see, me bringing you these heads is my way of telling you that I’m all yours. I killed Carmilla’s agents and brought you proof that you could use against me.” She wiggled slightly with excitement.

In a very strange way, what she had done was sweet. And I knew, that to her, it was the ultimate sign of loyalty. I just needed to focus on that intention and not on the heads themselves, which were still grossing me out.

I ran a finger along her cheek, wanting to make sure that I didn’t mess up and insult her when she clearly was making herself vulnerable to me. “Silly. There was no need. I’ve already seen into your soul and know that your dedication is genuine.”

She nuzzled my hand. “Still. I did it.”

“Yes. Because it is a gift from my favorite tool, then I’ll keep it.” With a wave of my hand, I froze all four and the sack. But I had no absolute fucking clue what I was going to do with the bag of heads.

I would figure that out later. At the moment, I put all energy into remaining calm and in control.

“Thank you, Sir.” Maribelle didn’t pay any attention to my reactions and nuzzled into my hand further, claiming it against her cheek and leaving lingering, luxurious kisses along the soft underside of my wrist. “I wanted to do something special for you. To thank you for our little hide away in the fort.” She continued kissing along my arm before she paused and stared deep into my eyes. “Are you ready?”

“Of course.” I knew Maribelle was a little crazy, but this had gone further than I had expected. Killing somebody for me, that I knew she would do. But presenting the corpses to me like jewelry was a new one. I was glad she was my tool and not Carmilla’s.

I looked down, not wanting to think about why looking at her body covered in the shredded dress was appealing to me. Especially with the sight right next to us.

But something about the adoration and loyalty in her eyes excited me completely. She was utterly dedicated to me, and she expected me to be the master she desired. And the part of me that got excited at being dominant was currently taking over.

“I’m thinking that we need to find you a dress that you wouldn’t mind being torn for the hunt. I suddenly find myself…” My eyes dipped down to her tattered dress. “…interested in it.”

Maribelle smiled wider and pressed herself into my arms. “Anything you want. Just give me what you want me to wear and I’ll gladly do it. Did you like my gift enough for it to be a courting gift?”

“Huh?” I danced around the question. “Why would I need that when I can hunt you and take you whenever I want?” I pulled at her lips with my thumb. “Or are you not my tool to do with as I please?”

She nodded, catching my thumb between her pink lips and sucked on it. “Anything. I’m your tool,” she mumbled around my thumb.

“Yes, you are. Though, I’ll give you a pretty necklace one of these days so that everyone else knows it. Not yet though.” I wasn’t quite ready to put that necklace around her neck. Part of me felt selfish for making her wait, but I needed to see if these hunts were even something I wanted to keep up.

I didn’t want to lose her, but there was a difference between that and wanting to keep her. The brain between my legs certainly was happy to have her around pressing her soft body into me, but I didn’t let it make all of the decisions.

“As you wish, Sir.” She batted her lashes and stepped back, purposefully giving me a view of her ruined dress. “Please, I know you have two others to attend to. Congratulations on the courting.”

I lifted her chin and gave her another long kiss. “Soon. Prepare your little nest at the fort for when we get back.”

She dipped her head subserviently and stayed there as I walked away.

My mind was warring between the desire to add a few of my own rips to her dress and needing to process and freak out over the bag of heads. I was feeling a little crazy, like I had two personalities fighting each other.

Was this normal? Damnit, it fucked with my head a little that I wanted to press her down in a bed rather than worry about the heads.

I marched up stairs and to my room, deciding to give my urges an outlet. As I entered my room, Zuri looked up from where she’d just set a third set of pitchers on my desk.

My thoughts about Maribelle ground to a halt.

“Wow,” I breathed.

Zuri was wearing her white velvet dress still, but she wore it so much better in my bedroom.

She smiled and took one long stride over to the bed, showing off her long, ebony legs as she sat down and slid one shoulder of her dress off and lounged invitingly. “Come. Why don’t you take full advantage of the fact that we are now courting?”

I closed the door softly behind me and hurried over, practically tearing the dress off of her.

Tonight, I was less restrained. As an anchor, she was hearty. And I needed a strong release.
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Zuri drew shapes on my chest to wake me.

I woke up to her soft smile. “You stayed in bed?”

“It isn’t our wedding bed, but I think it’s still quite special,” she answered.

“Wait. Wedding beds are a thing? Should I have… with Emlyn?” My brain suddenly jumped tracks.

She narrowed her eyes on me. “I’m not a jealous woman, but the first thing on your mind is another?”

I chuckled and cleared my throat, trying to make up for the slight by drawing her close and pressing our bodies together for a lingering moment of kissing.

“That’s better,” Zuri teased. “Yes. There’s normally a wedding bed. Though, I doubt Emlyn cares. It’s more about getting the woman pregnant. Sienna, for example, might feel more strongly about having one.”

“Right, but she’s just a provisional marriage contract. She’s not supposed to get pregnant yet,” I said.

Zuri gave me a look. “I would make sure that she had witchweed and that your mother hasn’t sabotaged it. There’s a difference between ‘trying’ and not getting pregnant.”

My mouth gaped open at the idea that my own mother would sabotage Sienna’s witchweed. “Right. You are always right. Let’s forget that and enjoy each other for a little longer.” I rolled her over, and she spread out for me with a smile.

“We are out of water.” She looked over at the now empty pitchers.

“Someone will come and think to bring us refreshments.” I waved away her excuse and leaned towards her to claim her once again.

But a knock on the door stopped me from going any further.

“Who is it?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the annoyance from my tone.

“You still aren’t done?” Emlyn huffed as she opened the door with two glasses of juice.

“In case you didn’t know, life mages can keep going and going,” I joked, greedily taking the glass of juice.

My body thanked me as I took my first sip, happily welcoming the sugar and hydration.

“Your mother found the heads. She has a lot of questions, and so do I,” Emlyn started us off.

The mention of my mother had me going soft, and my appetite for Zuri faltered. “Ah,” I said, peeling myself off my companion.

Neither of the ladies were shy about the situation.

Zuri took her glass and rolled on her side to drink it. “Heads?”

“I didn’t want to spoil last night, so I didn’t go into it. Maribelle brought me four severed heads as a gift when she returned.” I went back to the juice.

Zuri choked on her juice, and Emlyn sighed.

“Figures it was Maribelle. She’s been tight lipped this morning when asked questions, saying that she’d only answer them if you asked them.” Emlyn looked a little annoyed.

I shrugged helplessly. “She's dedicated; you have to give her that.” I finished my juice and sat up. “Okay, I think we are done, Zuri. We’ll just have to pick up where we left off some other time.” I got out of bed and picked up her white velvet dress with a wince.

“Wow. Didn’t even let her take it off?” Emlyn teased.

“He seemed to enjoy ripping it off me.” Zuri shrugged. “We can get more dresses. I only get one courting night.”

“You can’t even blame me. You all looked so lovely last night. I was like a starving man that was forced to look at delicious food all night.” I crossed my arms. I didn’t want to tell them that Maribelle had worked me up and given me the desire to rip off a piece of clothing. After finding the heads, I wasn’t sure how they would feel about me being turned on right after.

“Well, put that way, I guess we will just have to be a little more careful,” Emlyn teased and got up. “Get dressed and meet us downstairs. Your mother is waiting.”

Emlyn’s last statement ensured that I wouldn’t get back into bed with Zuri as soon as she left.

“Fine, fine.” I rolled out of bed. Zuri could be surprisingly tempting when she wanted to be. “Zuri, let’s go.”

My graceful anchor moved quickly, magic rippling off her body as she got dressed.

“That’s not even fair,” I grumbled, putting on my clothes in a much more mundane and less elegant fashion.

“I’m brimming, Ard. It almost feels like it’s begging to be used.” Zuri turned her hand over, watching the ripples of light magic on her dark skin.

“That’s good.” I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I was happy for her. “Are you stronger?” I asked the poignant question.

She shrugged. “We’ll just have to see. It certainly feels slightly different, though, than when you’ve shared your magic in other ways.”

“We did grow a bit closer with the courting,” I offered, knowing that the transfer of magic and her own use of my magic improved the more we intimately trusted each other.

Zuri shrugged. “Either way, I don’t think I’m going anywhere.”

“Ah. To be young and in love,” I teased, slipping my boots on and knocking them against the floor to make sure they were well seated. “Let’s get going. I don’t want to keep my mother waiting.”

Zuri had a big grin on her face from my comment on love and fell in line behind me as we stepped out.

Emlyn was, as expected, waiting outside to secure the hall.

“You know, my home is probably quite safe,” I told her.

“If Maribelle brought those heads back, she had a reason.” Emlyn looked at me out of the corner of her eyes. “Also, you did piss off a few people last night.”

“Really?” I played off a wonderful surprised face. “Huh. Here I thought everyone was loving me by the end of the night.” I tapped my chin. “Who would hate me after last night? I looked far too dashing to hate.”

“Those without common sense,” Zuri added.

“Ah. Yes, well, we can’t account for those who don’t have much between their ears.” I shook my head remorsefully. “For them to have been dropped on their heads as a child must have been so traumatizing for your father.”

Zuri covered her mouth as she choked on a laugh.

“Yeah. I think we should get away for a little bit before things get any worse,” Emlyn said. “We got some decent information on the pirates and monsters of the mountains during the ball. Only trading away the wyrm lair information and those pirates that we killed, like you requested.”

I nodded, not wanting to endanger any of the hunting village’s prime hunting spots.

“Alright then. Let’s see what everyone has to say.” I opened the doors to the dining room where my mother sat glaring at Maribelle, who did not seem to care in the slightest that my mother was displeased.

This was going to be fun.


Chapter 24


Maribelle jumped to attention at my entrance and peeled herself away from the wall where she’d been waiting with her hands folded in her lap.

“I’ve had breakfast waiting for you two. I’m sure you worked up quite the appetite.” She whistled, completely ignoring my mother as she moved into the kitchen.

The rest of whom I had expected to be around were sitting at the table: my mother, Sienna, and Aurelia.

Selina was leaning against the wall. Hecate was noticeably missing.

“Ard. I hope you had a pleasant morning.” Sienna smiled at me.

“It was wonderful. I even got a little sleep,” I joked as I sat down, my eyes flicking to the kitchen. Now that the smell of breakfast was hitting my nose, my stomach was preparing to launch a full-scale rebellion. “I hear that you had questions about several items in the cellar?” It was best to just get into things, especially if I wanted my breakfast any time soon.

“The heads.” My mother steepled her fingers and leaned back. “Your anchor wouldn’t talk.”

“As she shouldn’t.” I stood my ground for Maribelle. “They are my anchors, not House Aldis’, nor yours.”

Even Emlyn blinked at how forceful I was being with my mother. And truthfully, I was about to pee myself a little. But I thought it was best to try to establish boundaries.

My mother’s lips turned up in a smile. “Good. Now that you are here, I assume you know the situation?”

“Yes. Several agents of Carmilla’s approached Maribelle and attempted to use her to plot an assassination against me. They attempted to intercept my carriage home and ambush me. Maribelle killed them,” I laid out the situation as simply as I could.

Sienna gasped, while everyone else at the table seemed far less surprised. “She tried to have you killed? Why now?”

“The fire horse,” I answered calmly, my eyes locking on my mother’s as she processed the implications. “It’s a technique similar to something my father used. For whatever reason, Carmilla had people on the lookout for it with instructions to kill me if I used it. As best as I can tell, it leads down a path that she feels threatened by.” I shrugged, looking off into the kitchen and wondering when Maribelle would be finished cooking.

“This is highly concerning, Ard,” my mother admonished me. “You are so keen on making everything a joke tha—”

“Oh trust me. I’m the most concerned when it comes to my head. Have you seen how pretty my face is? It would destroy the world for it to lose this visage.”

Emlyn’s face slapped into her hand. “Ard, take this seriously for a second.”

“I am! Saving the world the loss of my face is very important!” I huffed at all of them. “Really, who would think that someone isn’t concerned with their life? And I came straight here to tell you all the situation so that you could also be on alert. I was busy last night and well protected.” I paused, then smiled. “After all, there was an anchor in my room all night.”

Emlyn groaned. “Just once, you should learn when to stop making jokes.”

“I’m nervous. I can’t help it.” Crossing my arms, I glared at my first anchor until Maribelle came back with a platter of food, and I perked up, grabbing my cutlery ready to dig in. “Besides, I’m fine this morning and we can talk about what to do next.”

“You should head to your little fort and hide for the next few weeks,” my mother said without hesitation. “Did any of you reveal the location of your fort?”

“They shouldn’t have.” I glanced at all of them to confirm and received a number of nods in response. “But also, my fort is not ‘little’. If anything, it is a very normal-sized fort. And it was already part of the plan to piss off Trashbin Trevis and Maximilian Brighthaven and that we would give them some space. I have some sense of self-preservation.” I patted myself on the back for finally remembering their names.

“Funny way of showing it,” Emlyn muttered.

“You do care.” I smiled around the sausage in my mouth at her. “Besides, we’re going to be a little more mobile. We got plenty of information about the mountains while we were at the ball. When we go back up, we have pirates, monsters, and hopefully a corrupted to chase down.”

“The corrupted is in the basement,” my mother reminded me.

“The horse that I put its soul into still needs to die. Really, are we going to get into the existential question of whether the soul or the body defines a person?”

She stared back blankly at me for a moment before shifting her attention to Emlyn. “How do you deal with him so easily?”

“Honestly? It brings us both joy to get a reaction out of each other.” Emlyn shrugged.

I nodded emphatically at Emlyn’s words. “Nothing brings me greater joy than when Emlyn either reacts to my greatness or reflects it, for it is through me that her quick wit has been so sharpened.” I basked in the glare that I earned.

My mother sighed and shook her head. “Either way.” She breathed deep again. “Since your location is hidden, I would ask that you stay up there for at least two weeks, if not a whole month. Hunt your corrupted, kill some pirates, and generally cause what chaos you wish. When you come back, be quiet about it, and we can assess our next move.”

I bobbed my head repeatedly. “Of course. Oh, what about the ships we need to deliver?”

“Gather them in one spot if you can. We’ll do a big collection at the thawing of winter. Based on current events, we should leave here when the thaw comes and head back to the Capital.” My mother glanced off into the distance. “By that time, I expect you to be capable enough to tell Carmilla to screw off. That means being able to call yourself a full mage and having an adept spell.”

“Given her reaction to Cyam, then I suppose I can’t cheat with him.” I dipped my head. “I’ll put all my effort into it, mother.”

“Of course you will.” She eyed Sienna. “Did you have any issue with the contract?”

“It’s signed and in the study.” She dipped her head. “I have a fresh batch of witchweed too.”

The way she made that very specific statement made me squint.

“Good. You’ll go with him and help him work on his magic.” My mother rubbed at her forehead. “Two months. We have two months before we need to head back to the Capital. Don’t waste it.”

I glanced at my anchors while stuffing my face with Maribelle’s food. Anytime my plate was nearing empty, Maribelle kept showing up with more.

“Okay then, we need to talk about information.” I waved my hand and floated over a tray of sand before motioning a few times to make stone mountains rise out of the center.

A big flag of stone came out where the fort was as everything rippled to show the Leviathan’s Crest.

“Detailed,” my mother murmured.

“Yep. And not at all ‘little’, as you can see.” I gave her a big smile, dipping my head at the look I got back. “Alright, here are some pens, scratch it up.” I made a few stone pens for them to work with.

Aurelia moved first, like she was determined to make up for something. “Here and here, there are increased reports of pirates.” She marked further down the Leviathan Crest. “It seems that our destruction of two of them might have caused a shift.”

“You are pretty scary,” I told Aurelia. “You can’t blame them. We’ll have to check that area out then. What about the corrupted?”

She scratched a spot, and Zuri moved to scratch another two areas.

“Multiple reports of other mages encountering it. None of them were able to do much.” Zuri made several more marks on the map.

“In other words, this thing is a real menace.” I glanced at the map. The horse seemed to have moved a decent distance south. “Anything else from the other groups?”

“Two of them have shifted their focus north of the port because the corrupted gave them such a hard time,” Zuri hesitated. “It, uh… it tried to corner the female mage and…”

“Never mind.” I waved to stop her from finishing that statement, knowing his history. The corrupted had become so because he’d been forcing himself on his anchor to the point that she had stopped taking any of his excess magic. “She got out of there?”

“Yeah. Her two anchors pulled her out and escaped, though she’s rattled. Sounds like another group lost an anchor fighting it.” Zuri tapped another of the marks.

“Any ‘normal’ monsters of note?” I glanced back at Aurelia.

“Plenty in the mountains. But the other groups are capable of handling a few monsters, most of those details were what they’d killed. The pirates and the corrupted are more difficult.” She marked several spots off.

“Alright, let's get packing and head out. Emlyn, you can carry the map.”

“What? Do you realized how heavy that thing is?” she scoffed.

“Look, I’m not even an anchor and I can lift it easily.” I used my magic in coordination with my hand and lifted the thing as if it weighed nothing. “Here, Sienna, show Emlyn it isn’t that heavy.”

Her magic wrapped around mine and took the slate from me, grasping and hefting it several times. “It isn’t as heavy as it looks, Emlyn.”

Emlyn groaned at the two of us. “We can just make another when we get up there. I am not hauling that up the mountain, and we have a map at the fort already.”

Zuri smiled at me. “I have those spots memorized. I’ll add them.”

Snorting, I glanced back at Emlyn. “You should be happy that Zuri is so capable.”

“Would you like more?” Maribelle waited behind my chair.

“Maybe just some water.”

“Of course.” She was a happy little maid as she poured me some more water from a pitcher. “Relax and enjoy your meal. I’ll go pack your things.” She smoothed out some wrinkles on my shoulder and then hurried to get to her tasks.

Emlyn slid her chair back. “I don’t have a maid to do everything for me. I’ll be ready in half an hour.”

“Me too.”

“Me three.”

They all quickly got up and left, leaving me and my mother.

Gwen watched me for a long moment. “I sent for a teacher of your father’s. I don’t know when they’ll arrive, but when you come back in a month, there’s a chance they’ll be here.”

I perked up. “Really? Who is it?”

She shrugged. “I know just about as much as you do. All I have is a name from your father, and I can’t guarantee that he’ll come himself.”

I thought for a moment. My father was once again shrouded in mystery. Given that Carmilla was watching for me to use a technique like his, I concluded that he too could touch souls. If that’s what his giant raven was, then it made some sense that she’d be on the watch for the ability.

Yet that meant that Carmilla knew more about his magic than my mother was telling me.

“Understood. I hope one day you’ll feel comfortable telling me everything.” I stared my mother down.

She was most certainly hiding something. The pained smile she gave in return was confirmation. “I only just got you back.” Her voice cracked.

Aww, damn.

I moved to comfort her, getting behind her wheelchair and hugging her from behind. “Don’t forget that I just got you back too. Whatever secrets my father has won’t take me away.”

“They might. They took him away.” Her voice cracked ever so slightly before she quickly composed herself. “Listen. Enjoy your time with the girls. Spoil Sienna’s witchweed if you want—”

“What?!” I gasped.

“So that you can knock her up,” my mother felt the need to explain.

“No. It’s a provisional marriage contract,” I argued weakly. “Anyway, let's ignore that part. What else?”

“Just enjoy the time. Your father’s teacher will come, and I hope that he’ll be able to help you with parts of your magic that I cannot. Play in the fort, hunt those pirates and the corrupted. Come back safe and hopefully ready to learn.” She gave me a look.

“What? The ladies and I are going to have a great time.” I smiled back at her through any concern. Really, if my mother wanted to keep the secret a while longer, I was okay with that. It wasn’t as if I had been waiting my whole life to know more about my parents.

I could wait a while longer.

“About Maribelle…” My mother hesitated. “Are you sure you can trust her?”

“That magic that you don’t understand? Well, I have taken a walk through her soul. She’s very dangerous to other people, but harmless to me. She brought the heads as a way to ‘assure her loyalty’ to me rather than to Carmilla.”

“Ah.” My mother nodded. “That makes me feel better. She seems a little… unorthodox.”

“Yes, well sometimes it pays to have someone who thinks differently.” Like someone who thought a bag of heads was a ‘gift’. “Do take care of those heads for me.” I had no idea what to do with them.

“Of course.” My mother nodded as if taking care of heads was rather normal.

Seriously, nobles had weird lives.

“I watched the duel, and your comfort and use of ice and fire have improved significantly. Your grandfather will be very pleased to see you shifting towards the magic House Aldis is known for.” She smiled at me.

“Well… I burnt my eyebrows off during the one fight with the pirate captain…” I’d left that part out previously.

Her face dropped. “You what?”

“Well, you remember how I said he made us all a little magically drunk? It just so happens that, in that state, I thought fire might be the best answer…”

Her face dropped even further. “And you nearly burnt yourself?”

“Actually, if Maribelle didn’t throw herself on me and cover me with her body, I probably would have been worse off than losing my eyebrows,” I admitted with a grin.

Gwen snapped her fingers, and shackles of ice latched onto my ankles. “Is that so? Maybe you should stay here and train.”

“No. If I stay here, how would Sienna and I practice making you cute grandchildren? Huh?” I tried to scoot backwards, but the ice was flash frozen to the floor.

“You haven’t had any problem with Emlyn and Zuri. It is a big home, but the staff talk,” she countered.

“Yes, but Sienna and I are newly courted, and I doubt she’d let her witchweed spoil under your nose.” There was a glint in my eyes; I knew my mother’s weakness.

She seemed to consider the statement.

While she was thinking, the door in the dining room opened up and Maribelle poked her head in. “We are ready.”

“Perfect.” I quickly shattered the shackles of ice with a flick of my wrist, making my mother’s eyes go wide. “See you later, mother! Feel free to make as many contracts as you can before I get back as punishment! I promise to have my eyebrows when I return.” I waved and rushed out.

Maribelle didn’t need to be told anything and hurried to get everyone going.

I ran out of the manor in a hurry to see them all ready. The sheet of ice spread out, scooping up their bags and a little of the grass. “Off we go!” I lifted us off.

“What’s the rush?” Zuri asked.

“He was arguing with his mother,” Maribelle reported.

They all made noises of understanding as if it wasn’t even the slightest bit strange.

I stepped on, realizing I was using more magic. The sled of ice was far heavier than previous times. “How much did you all pack?” I glanced at the large stack of bags between Sienna and Selina, as well as the mound that Maribelle was moving to secure so that it didn’t fall off.

“A lady needs her things,” Sienna huffed. “Besides, I have no idea what amenities you have at this fort.”

“None,” Emlyn answered quickly.

“We have toilets!” I countered quickly. “Also a water reservoir.” I nodded emphatically. For a fort in the mountains, it was pretty damn impressive.

“Lovely,” Selina answered dryly and opened one of the packs to reveal seeds and root vegetables. “My lady was also wondering about food? Do you have anything besides meat?”

“Biscuits?” I hazarded.

“It’s a good chance to practice your life magic on crops.” Emlyn patted my shoulder consolingly. “Besides, you love magic practice. So, while we go scout these new places, you and Sienna can make babi— carrots together.” She very purposefully changed that word out midway.

“Har har,” I forced a laugh. “Jokes on you because we are making baby carrots. Is there a word for that?”

“No.” Maribelle didn’t look up from the rather plush looking mat she was tying with the other goods to keep them from flying off. “Unless you want to call them sprouts?”

“Huh. No. I can’t make a good joke with sprouts.” I shook my head. “Oh well. So, making vegetables. What a wonderful use of a fantastic and incredible four-sphere mage’s powers.”

“You never know when you’ll find yourself in a situation where you’ll need the skill,” Sienna offered. “Besides, if you learn to grow plants fast enough, I’m sure we can find other uses for the time.”

“Rightly so.” I smiled at her. “Alright, off to the fort.” I pointed ahead into the mountains. “Also, we really need to kill this corrupted.”


Chapter 25


Iarrived back at the fort with my anchors on my ice transport, and they were currently working to bring all the luggage inside.

“Wow,” Sienna said, carrying a single bundle while Selina was carrying enough bags that I might have mistaken her for a pack mule. “This is very solidly made.” She rapped on the stone wall, and a pulse of earth magic carried through the fort.

I shrugged, trying to hide my pride. “There was no reason not to overengineer it. Come, let me show you your room.” Rather than walk down the hall, I moved several walls and made a shortcut.

“Oh?” She stopped and touched one of the columns to inspect it more closely. “They are bearing all of the weight. So you can move the walls as much as you want?”

My face heated. “Yes. I remember you and your cousin Ari moving the walls at your estate in the Capital, and wanted to make something I could adjust as I want. Really, it is all one large cavern covered in columns, and then I made the walls to make what rooms I want.”

“He changes it up a decent amount,” Emlyn commented, carrying in her saddle bag. Even if we didn’t have horses up here, they were still wonderful for carting around our things.

“I would too.” Sienna winked at me with her emerald eyes.

Maribelle rushed past everyone to the door to the cave and glanced at me, practically vibrating.

I waved and unsealed the cave for her to rush down. “We seal off the cave just in case,” I explained.

“Of course.” Sienna waved and removed one of the walls only to expose the vast cavern. She stepped in. “Wow, you’ve outdone yourself.” Her voice echoed.

“I got a little carried away.”

“We left him home alone for too long, and he likes to play with his magic a bit too much.” Emlyn pinched her fingers.

“Just a little.” I shrugged. Really, it was a ton of work. “Besides, they were doing boring things like running around the mountains in the dead of winter looking for monsters and pirates. Boring things.”

“And gold!” Izzy cheered as she came back in and plopped down on a pile of furs. “God, the city was great. Your house has good wine.”

I eyed her. “Were you just drinking the whole time?”

“No?” Izzy frowned. “I went and hung out at the docks and talked to people too.”

“Sounds like you just went and drank at the docks.” I eyed her.

The guilty smile gave it away. “They are my people. Those of us who choose to step on a ship and sail away from land, never knowing if we’ll see it again. It takes a type, and while you all are fun, sometimes I need to be back among my people.” She stretched out on the pile of furs. “Wake me when we have some more treasure to dig up or a ship to sail.” She took a pirate hat from somewhere and put it over her face to shield it from the sun streaming in from the windows.

I turned back to Sienna who was slowly turning around tapping her lips. “Something wrong?”

“This place. It’s solid, don’t get me wrong, but it is so…” She hesitated.

“Plain,” Aurelia filled in for her as she walked past with her bags.

“What?” I huffed. “It’s a grand fort.” I was proud of the building.

Aurelia stopped, turned to Emlyn’s room. “Is the fort plain? Or do you have decorations in your room?”

I could hear Emlyn’s barking laugh.

“No. Ard is just like a lot of guys. He doesn’t do frills.”

“Yeah.” I latched onto her words. “I don’t do frills.”

“It’s nice to have something for the eye to play with besides flat gray stone,” Sienna answered.

I huffed. “Rich coming from you, Mage Graystone.” I crossed my arms.

Emlyn poked her head back out. “Ard, the fort is great. It is very functional, but it is lacking a little something to make it a home.”

“I wouldn’t mind some trim in my room, or perhaps something in the main room when we enter? It could just be House Aldis’ crest,” Zuri admitted.

My jaw dropped. All of them felt this way? It was perfect, though, just a big, gray block. What more could you need?

“Fine, I just didn’t know what you all would have liked. If you had let me know what you’d want, then I can do it, of course.” Like hell I was going to give up. The fort was fine as it was; they just didn’t tell me they wanted the decorations.

Sienna rolled up her sleeves. “Then it’s good that I’m here. We’ll do a little remodeling. Giving the rooms some angles and contours makes a big difference; that way, it doesn’t feel like a prison cell block.”

I squinted at her description of my grand fort.

“Or a fort under siege,” Sienna corrected herself and smiled as she slipped her fingers into mine. “Care to help me? I would love to see you work the stone. I’ll just help out as needed.”

“It could use a woman’s touch,” Emlyn said before her door just happened to disappear into a smooth stone wall.

I heard her on the other side laughing. “Keep him safe, Zuri,” Emlyn said loudly from the other side. “I’m taking a nap.”

“It is impossible to punish her,” I sighed and shook my head.

“Many people could learn from her ability to roll with the situations,” Sienna murmured.

“Alright, let’s get to this. There might be some things behind these walls.” I had been fairly efficient and put the rooms next to each other where I could.

“Well, I saw that cavern. We have plenty of space to work with.” Sienna’s grip tightened on mine, and I felt her magic start to spill out next to me. “We should bow out these walls and make the entrance round.”

I pressed with my magic and rounded my hand. The wall pushed out on its own, into the unused prison block. I thought about preserving it for a moment, but truthfully, we weren’t going to use it anyway. I had no interest in prisoners.

Sienna’s magic poked in around mine.

If we were both trying to manipulate a piece of stone at the same time, it would seize up as it struggled between our two wills. Well… it would go the way I wanted, but slower like a horse who just had someone choke up on the reins.

She was working on adding details to the wall. In this case, a large relief of my mage’s medallion. I wasn’t aware that she could draw Aldis’ House Crest from memory.

It was an interesting dance as we started to adjust to each other’s magic being used around each other. I would move the bulk of the stone, but her magic would dance along the surface, creating reliefs and texture. Even if most of it was a simple brick texture, I grudgingly admitted that it added something.

“Wonderful,” Sienna said, holding my hand still and leading us into the hallway. “Let’s keep this going in the kitchen.”

“Even the kitchen needs to be fancy?” I asked.

“Everything needs to be more than just a slab of stone, or it’ll be draining to live here. Besides, I like to cook from time to time.” She held my hand.

I decided to try something a little different, and pulled her intimately against me as I brushed our souls together. It wasn’t me diving into her soul for information, just enough to get a feel, a slight push and pull of where her magic was going to go next. I looked for not just her idea for designs, but also the shapes she wanted me to make.

My magic rolled over the room, adjusting things, raising the sink slightly and then adding a step stool below it. After adjusting, I had to admit that it was a more comfortable height.

The roof slanted slightly so that the vent was at the highest point. The changes were small ones which I hadn’t considered.

Her desire to change things was apparent, and soon we stopped talking. I just held her to me with a comfortable side hug, and we continued from the kitchen, working on the rooms.

We stopped talking and the two of us fell into a comfortable rhythm of working together, speaking with our souls and our magic rather than our voices.

In the collaboration, I felt I learned more about her than any of our talks. At times, Sienna could be downright determined on something; while at others, she was fairly superficial.

She was quite demanding to put one big design element in each room, that element she wouldn’t back down on. The rest were just to accent that main design.

I learned that she cared not just about the function of her creations, but the aesthetics of them to speak for their quality.

Emlyn poked her head out after I opened up her room and gave me a big grin before sneaking off to continue her nap in the front room.

Selina and Zuri were our shadows as we rapidly transformed the fort into a temporary home.
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Sienna and I had finished renovating the fort and were in the open space between the empty columns, deep in the fort.

Sienna sighed. “I need to ground my magic.”

Zuri and Selina had long since sat back down in the front room.

Maribelle now trailed after us alone. “Please feel free to use me to ground your magic if you are with Sir.”

Sienna had to put her hands on Maribelle’s shoulders and bend over quite a bit to kiss the shorter woman. Maribelle had no compunction about holding back, grabbing Sienna and kissing her slowly for me.

Both ladies glanced out the side of their eyes to see if I was watching.

Which… I was.

Sienna finished, and Maribelle sighed before turning to me and carefully picking up my hand. Slipping my finger smoothly past her lips, she suckled on it.

She quickly drained my excess magic and continued for a moment before releasing it with a breathy sigh. “Your magic is always the best.”

Sienna watched and chuckled. “I’m not even offended; that was kind of hot to watch.”

“The show was not for you,” Maribelle cooly stated.

Sienna quickly held up her hands in surrender; it seemed she didn’t even want to come close to antagonizing Maribelle. “Understood.”

“I’ll go prepare dinner. You are likely going to get hungry soon.” Maribelle looked at me and walked away, leaving me with Sienna. The only light was a little orb floating behind me.

“Question.” I held Sienna up, stopping her from returning to the main area of the fort. “The marriage contract stated options for your anchors. How… uh.. How…” I struggled with how to phrase it and broach the topic of Selina.

“Provisional marriage contract,” Sienna reminded me. “Yes, Selina is aware.”

“I know that.” In my awkwardness, I scratched the back of my head. “She’s aware, but how… eager is she for it?”

Sienna’s face broke out into a sly smile. “Did you like seeing two ladies kiss that much? I promise you that Selina and I have grown quite close.” She winked. “As for Selina’s feelings, I suggest you ask them yourself. Even if she’s my anchor, I think that’s a conversation between you and her. Especially if you truly care to make a difference there.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “You must know how the last time I traveled with her went? As my wife, can you at least tell me how frigid the waters I might be heading towards are?”

She smiled and hooked her arm in mine. “As a future wife, I suppose I could help you manage your household. Selina doesn’t hate you. I mean, you almost got her killed.”

I winced. “Yup. In fairness, I was dealing with a lot at the time.”

Sienna nodded. “Of course. Anyone could understand that in hindsight. But the thing about living life is that you don’t have the time to sit down and figure everything out. Sometimes we make decisions, particularly those of self-preservation that we regret later.”

“Thank you.” I kissed her, and she wrapped her soft arms over my shoulders and held me there for a long moment.

“It’s something a wife should do.” She hung off me so close that our breath was mingling together.

“Lucky me.” I grinned and she kissed it off of me.

“Happy to support you, in secret.” Sienna winked. “I loved the way we worked magic together. When we return to the Capital, I’m going to drag you around for my jobs just because it’s so much more fun to do magic as a couple.”

“Oh, are you sure it isn’t because you’ll get me to do all the heavy lifting?” I teased.

She batted her lashes and kissed me a little more, pressing her chest to mine. “I promise to make it worth your time. After all…” She whispered in my ear, “you’ll be trying to breed me.” Her breath tickled the nape of my neck.

I found myself licking my lips at the thought and pushed her against the closest pillar. Kids were so far from my thoughts, but the idea of ‘breeding’ her had aroused something in me.

Being rough with her, I pressed her to the pillar harder and kissed at her neck while her ivory breasts heaved with heavy breaths.

“Oh. You like that?” Sienna moaned.

“I like you,” I said between kisses. “You know that ball and our first dance? You caught my attention. I was surrounded by prissy noblemen and ladies who disdained dirt.”

Sienna laughed. “Then I started talking about building sewers? Who knew that’d be the line to hook you. No one would ever guess.”

“No. It’s because you, despite being a noble and the magic you have, you don’t stink of arrogant privilege. And thank god you don’t smell like a sewer,” I laughed and claimed her lips again.

Sienna’s soft pink lips slid over my again and again as her tongue slipped in and stole my breath away. “I like that you’re rough around the edges,” she admitted. “So many nobles, even among Graystone, are just too perfect. There’s a mask on that is so smooth there’s nothing of substance for purchase.” She rubbed her face against my stubble.

“Oh, if you like the roughness so much, then how do you seem to like the ladies too?” I asked, kissing her neck.

Sienna chuckled. “I will let you bring any of the anchors to bed with us if you like it that much. I don’t mind. Intimacy is intimacy no matter how many limbs we tangle in, but I will have you in me. Breed me.” She breathed the last against my ear, and I found myself rapidly wanting to do just that.

There was the click of boots behind me, and I turned to see Izzy walking out into our area sneakily with a pitcher of what I assumed was wine.

She chuckled at being caught. “Maribelle kicked me out of the kitchen.”

I sighed. “Of course she did.” Someone catching us had cooled me off.

Izzy held her hands up, looking at Sienna. “My bad.” She slowly retreated.

Thoughts of needing to be ready for dinner and my other obligations trickled into my mind.

“Where were we?” Sienna recaptured my attention with a few fluttering kisses.

“Enjoying your lips.” I kissed her deeply, but I didn’t resume grinding against her.

She sighed, feeling that the momentum was lost. “I knew I should have sealed the door behind us.”

I chuckled. “Next time. I enjoyed getting to know you better, Sienna, but you really are too pretty for your own good. Careful, or someone might just ravage you.”

She hooked her arm in mine, ignoring the fact that she had red marks all over her neck. I probably had my fair share as well. “It’s nice to confirm more firmly that we are physically compatible. I’ll keep my bedroom unlocked, though Selina will probably be sleeping in it with me.”

The offer was sorely tempting, yet I felt that I needed to give Maribelle some attention as well. “We have a month in these mountains. Though we are all stuck in this fort, we should spend some more one-on-one time together.”

“Yes, we should,” Sienna hummed as we got to the entrance back into the main room of the fort, and she let her hand slide off of mine teasingly and strut in ahead of me.

I watched her walk, a little extra pep in my step. Damn, I was an idiot. A very lucky idiot.


Chapter 26


Ipoked at the still hard ground just outside the fort, softening a small patch.

Emlyn, Zuri, and Aurelia were out checking on one of the pirate groups that we had gathered intel on in the city. Maribelle was with me and seemed incredibly happy as she swayed by herself to the side. I had no idea where Sienna was, but Selina was with her.

“How far down do roots go?” I asked Maribelle.

“Decently deep,” she answered. “Those are the blackberries?”

I nodded, continuing to make a patch of soft ground in front of the fort. “Two feet should be enough?”

“Perhaps.” Maribelle looked up at the mountain face above us. “Not like there’s much protection for them, though. Water is going to rush down that mountain face.”

“I don’t even know if they’ll get enough rain up here.” Once I finished with the ground, I moved my eyes up the rocks and made a divot before filling it with ice, and a small channel that would slowly feed water into the soil. It would have to do.

Maribelle pulled out a little pouch and walked beside me, pushing a few dried berries into the ground.

Given how long we were going to stay in the mountains, anything besides biscuits and fresh game was going to be scarce after a week or two. It was time for me to experiment with growing some crops with life magic.

And it could be a handy skill in the future. Not that I ever planned to get stranded somewhere.

I put my finger in the same divot that Maribelle had made when she put the dried blackberry and fed it life magic.

At first, its growth was quick. A little green sprout curled out of the soil, grew to be about ankle height. But then it struggled to grow further. I pushed, and rather than growing up, it slumped.

My mother had warned me about this possible issue. Rapidly growing plants was incredibly strenuous on the plant itself. Life magic could make up for many parts of the process, but once the seed ran out of certain nutrients, it would falter.

I make a fist-sized hunk of ice above the plant, and fire above the ice to melt it and drizzle water down.

“Next,” I said as Maribelle moved to plant another berry.

Like this, I could accelerate the growth of these bushes, but I could only do so much at a time before letting the plant recover. Once it was ready, I could extend its potential again. After some attempts, I knew how far I could push the growth.

We worked quietly for a time, until I broke the silence “So.” I glanced up at the blonde maid. “How did furnishing the safe room go?”

“It’s finished.” She grinned.

“Good. Very good.” I nodded and stood up, holding my hand out to her.

She stepped up, a small rise of her eyebrow as she took my hand and kissed long my knuckles with soft, lingering kisses. Each kiss sucked out the excess magic from my body.

“Is there a reason you are asking?” she asked.

When she’d dropped off the sack of heads back in Faylin, I had been startled. It was one thing to know her passion for me, quite another to see it firsthand.

Yet I had already planned to push forward. Strangely, I wasn’t afraid. “Tonight, after dinner. I’ll help you clean up while everyone else settles in for the night. I accepted your courting gift after all.”

Even though Sienna had nosed ahead of her in the courting department, I figured it was best to reward Maribelle before she grew too desperate.

“Of course.” Her eyes gleamed, and she nuzzled my hand. “Can you see into my soul?”

I took that as an invitation. The nuzzling wasn’t the strongest of connections, so I picked up her hand and kissed the back of it. Immediately, I was flooded with her surface thoughts and the sheer joy that was moving through them right now. Her mind moved at an incredible pace, and my comment had sparked off many thoughts, and oddly, worries.

She was very concerned about our first time, nervous even. Nervousness was a surprising emotion to see in the ever-confident Maribelle.

I smirked, feeling better about our first time. “Don’t be nervous.”

“I’m not nervous… for me. I worry that you won’t like it.” She kissed my wrist, staring into my eyes, watching me carefully.

The thoughts shifted, became more uniform to a single focused purpose before the connection broke as she moved swiftly to claim my lips, her arms coming around me with surprising strength.

“Mari—” I wheezed.

“Sorry.” She blushed. “I got too excited. I liked what I saw.”

“Great.” I sucked in a deep breath. “Great, glad you liked what you saw.” I wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but a happy Maribelle was always a good thing. “Let’s finish what we can do for the berries and then work on some carrots and potatoes. Those should do well in the mountains.”

“Yes.” Maribelle let go of me and went back to helping me plant.
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Aurelia and Emlyn had arrived an hour after I had finished my planting work. And they arrived carrying in a large monster. It looked like a goat, only one that might eat a bear. They were still carving it up, though we’d already filled both smokers.

“We confirmed the location of one pirate camp.” Zuri was pointing to our updated map with Sienna and I standing around it. “Izzy explained that they are part of a larger pirate group that worship a set of desert gods.”

“Any idea of what challenges that might bring? I mean, it would have been pretty nice to know that the chubby goat captain would make us all super drunk.” I made a little stone flag.

“He’s a crocodile man.” Izzy said. “Pretty sure he just fucks shit up.”

I tilted my head. “Crocodile?”

“Alligator, but bigger and meaner,” Aurelia replied. “Like most things in the ocean.”

“Oh. Ocean alligators?” I said as if that made perfect sense. In the village, an alligator would come up from the marshes from time to time and people would gather up and stab it to death with spears.

“No?” Aurelia hazarded. “More like ocean adjacent, I think. There are a few monsters like them, but as far as normal beasts go, they seem pretty monstrous.”

I nodded. “If they are a bigger alligator, then I can see it.” Alligators were damned terrifying. “Giant murder lizards.”

Emlyn snickered. “Oh, that reminds me of a story.”

I rolled my eyes. “Any child should be properly terrified of an alligator,” I cut off where I thought she was going with that.

“No. I was thinking about the time that you were convinced that those little lizards were baby alligators. Remember the time you caught one and tried to raise it to be your pet in hopes that it would be an alligator one day?” Emlyn chuckled to herself.

“I do love a good Ard story.” Sienna made a chair and sat down on it.

“There’s no story. That’s the end of it,” I huffed. “A little boy tied a string around a lizard and boasted that one day it would be an alligator that he’d ride through the marshes. I think that lasted like two days before a chicken ate Fred.”

“Aww.” Sienna patted my knee. “That must have been awful.”

“It was. Fred was going to grow up into a giant alligator that could kill all the rest and then… then…” I playfully sniffled. “Fred’s legacy was cut short by a damned chicken.”

“There’s a lesson in there,” Aurelia deadpanned.

“Eh.” I shrugged. “Ask Maribelle, I’m not a great student. I tried to catch another Fred, but lizards are damned hard to catch.”

“He was probably a slow one,” Emlyn snickered. “That, and I remember your mother scolding you. Something about the fact that you should be afraid of alligators.”

“Duh.” I rolled my eyes. “But Fred was different. He would have been my steed!” I pumped my fist into the air and got a satisfying round of chuckles from them.

“Back to the topic at hand. So, the pirates have a captain that worships crocodiles?” Zuri tapped the map to bring us back to focus. These next few days would be filled with confirming the information we gathered at the ball so that we could continue our hunt for the corrupted in Cyam’s body.

“Yeah.” Izzy pointed at how close they were to the ocean. “Supposedly, he’s actually got a few of them that follow him. I bet he’s close to the water because he’s got a couple with him.”

“Do they need to stay in the water?” I asked.

“No, but I doubt they hunt very well in the mountains,” Aurelia answered. “So stay away from the water. That’s easy enough.”

“They are pirates,” I pointed out. “They probably love the sea.” I stared at the map a moment more. “Okay, so we confirmed the pirates, know the—”

“~Dinner’s ready~,” Maribelle sang. She was in an exceptional mood.

Then again, I had pretty much promised to hunt her after dinner. I got up and everyone followed to what had become a proper dining room.

Sienna had carved an oval table with all of the frills and curls expected in a grand wooden table in some noble’s estate, only ours was made of stone. The chairs were still plain stone, but she said they’d be a work in progress.

“Grata flank with mountain herbs and potatoes.” Maribelle served a plate for me. It wasn’t on a fancy bed of green leaves like in noble houses, but it smelled incredible.

“Oh, this looks delicious,” Sienna said, giving Maribelle a glance. “Say, what could I do to tempt you away from Ard?” she teased.

Maribelle’s smile was a little too wide. It pinched her eyes closed. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

Emlyn let out a forced laugh. “Don’t tease her.” She smacked Maribelle and sat down on my other side.

Maribelle served everyone, and then Sienna last, which she certainly noticed and raised an eyebrow at me.

I shrugged and mouthed, ‘don’t antagonize the maid.’

“So, if little Fred had become an alligator, you would have ridden him like a steed?” Aurelia asked with a smile. “I don’t think they are very fast. Not suited for beasts of burden.” It seemed we were returning to the earlier conversation.

“I wasn’t even fifty pounds. Alligators were huge to me.” I rolled my eyes. “Besides, it would have been a mighty steed, if only for the fear it invoked.”

Emlyn choked on a laugh. “I can imagine. An alligator waddling into the city with a boy on its back. Terror inducing.”

“They don’t waddle. Crawl perhaps, but not waddle!” I laughed. Okay, the idea of one of them being terrifying with how low I’d be to the ground was laughable. Not that my child mind had really considered more than the fact that I was scared of them.

“Fred?” Selina asked.

“A pet alligator I had as a kid,” I clarified.

“A pet lizard that he convinced himself was an alligator,” Emlyn added.

I shrugged. “Not much difference really. Who knows, that could have been some monster when it grew up.”

“Pretty sure it was grown up.” Emlyn tried to steal some of my food.

I swatted her fork away and turned the tables and drank her wine.

She huffed. “You weren’t actually supposed to drink that. I wasn’t going to eat your food.”

“We have plenty of wine.” I rolled my eyes. “Just get more.”

“Those two. They think like one.” Izzy said.

“Like an old married couple,” Aurelia agreed.

“I think it’s cute.” Sienna said.

I felt a little warm in the cheeks with them all watching and cleared my throat. “Anyway, things are good. Fred got eaten by a chicken.”

“Definitely not an alligator.” Selina nodded. “Don’t think a chicken could eat a baby alligator.”

“Are you all going to team up on me?” I asked.

“Yes,” they answered in unison.

Emlyn took a drink of her wine. “This is what you get for being so greedy with the ladies. Now suffer at having half a dozen beauties tease you.”

“Whatever shall I do?” I playfully swooned.

“Probably figure out how to keep us all happy?” Sienna batted her lashes.

“I will throw myself on that pyre as tribute!” I lifted my glass and took a drink.

They all laughed.

Eating together in the fort was somehow better with a dining table. The moment felt special.

“Well, since you all have full access to my childhood through Emlyn.” I gestured to my anchor. “How about we get some stories of your youth?” I narrowed my eyes before pointing to Selina. “How was growing up as a Keller?”

“A fairly standard noble childhood,” she answered.

I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Boo.”

Emlyn joined me in teasing her.

“I don’t think you get out of this so easily,” Sienna added.

“Don’t sound so righteous. You are up next,” I added.

Selina leaned back in her chair thoughtfully. “Well. There was a time where I begged my mother for a cat.”

“Oh, do tell?” I urged her to continue.

“She was very against it, mind you,” Selina added, gaining steam in her story.

“As is every parent. Kids are hard enough. Adding a small beast into the mix does not make things easier. Fred was the exception.” I grinned.

“So, I tried to wear my parents down. Offering to do better in my studies and such if I had a cat,” Selina continued.

“How long did it take for you to break her? Your mother, I assume?” I asked.

“Father,” she corrected me. “He’s the softer of the two.”

“A daddy’s girl. That makes sense.” I nodded along.

She rolled her eyes. “As I was saying, I begged and bartered for a cat. Then once I got it, she was incredible, but I wanted to take her out.”

“You lost your cat?” I jumped ahead.

Emlyn bumped me with her shoulder. “She’s telling the story. If you want to tell a story, you’ll have to wait your turn.”

Selina gave me a withering glare, and I kept my mouth shut. “My mother of course learned about the cat and admonished me for wanting to take the cat outside. It was unbecoming of a Lady Keller. So I got a servant to help me dress down and take it out while not looking like a Lady Keller.” She crossed her arms.

I waited for the rest of the story. “That’s it?”

“Yeah. I dressed like a commoner to walk my cat.”

Even Sienna was rubbing her face; it was a terrible story.

“You needed help from your servants to dress like a commoner and then you took your cat for a walk? Like with a leash? I would have thought a cat would have clawed your face off before it let you put a leash on it.” I shook my head.

“There wasn’t much excitement in that story.” Sienna pinched her fingers. “Maybe the cat died?”

“No. Poppy lived to a ripe old age of fourteen before he died. My uncle had to heal him quite a bit there at the end.” Selina crossed her arms. “Not all stories need death, destruction, and witty charm.”

“I can agree with the first two, but the last one is absolutely necessary.” Emlyn raised her glass. “To Poppy, a very boring and pampered cat.”

“He wasn’t that pampered,” Selina argued.

“You brought him to a healer. An actual serpent mage took care of your cat?” I asked. “You realize that’s pretty high on the pampered scale. A lot better than Fred got.”

“Or Tina, Gregory, Snowdrop, Thunder, Maxi…” Emlyn started to tick off all my dead pets on her fingers. “Should we include Cyam? He’s pretty pampered now.”

“Wow. That’s a lot of dead pets.” Aurelia was even surprised as Emlyn kept going.

“Thunder is still alive,” I argued. “Also, Cyam is the best boy and he’s still alive. Still, he doesn’t get healed.”

“He gets an endless tap of your dark magic,” Emlyn deadpanned.

“Do you want him to die?” I huffed.

Emlyn made exasperated gestures, indicating that I was getting far off track from Selina using life magic to heal her cat.

“Am I the only one who’s concerned with how many dead pets Ard has?” Zuri raised her hand.

“No, it’s highly disturbing,” Aurelia agreed.

“They were less pets, more wild critters that I tried to tame or named because they lived in a spot near the village.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve never had a proper pet before.”

“Never?” Sienna asked.

“Well, Cyam might be the closest thing,” I admitted.

They all nodded at that, and we shared a moment of silence for Cyam before he huffed from my shadow.

Sienna stared down at it; she still hadn’t quite been sure what to make of my playing with souls.

“Now that we are thoroughly depressed, let me share my story of the time I collapsed a temple into the sewers,” Sienna laughed and threw herself into her own story.

It was far better than Selina’s.


Chapter 27


Isat in the fort with the women, and we all swapped stories until the wine ran empty and everyone moved on to bed.

Maribelle stayed behind to clean up, and I stayed behind with her. My anchors had insisted that they could help, but my pointed refusal and interest in cleaning alone with Maribelle made them realize more was afoot.

I picked up the wooden utensils and the stone dishes, bringing them to the kitchen where Maribelle was scraping everything into a container that I’d bury in the little garden later.

There was no sense wasting anything that could be useful.

“How was your night?” I asked Maribelle. She had shared a story over drinks, though nothing from her childhood.

“It was fun to see the others in a new light and have someone besides you or Emlyn tell stories for once.” She gave me a wry smile and went back to diligently finishing cleaning.

Maribelle had changed out of her anchor uniform for something lighter. She was wearing a thin blue dress that tied around her shoulder. It looked nice, but not terribly expensive.

“Is that so?” We were almost done, and I crept up behind her.

“It is.” She met my eyes hungrily.

My hands snatched her waist, and I kissed the side of her neck, dipping into her soul and double checking that everything was alright. I found that she had put a barrel of water down in the safe room just an hour ago. Apparently, we were no longer measuring in pitchers.

Her entire body was on pins and needles waiting for me to make my move.

“My darling little tool. In a moment, you will become my little prey. Do make this challenging enough for me to be fun,” I teased her with another kiss.

Her body tensed like a coiled spring, and I let her go.

She dropped the plate she’d been working with and it chipped, the cracking sound was like the horn of a race. She bolted through the kitchen doorway at a dead sprint.

I raced after her, knowing the part I was meant to play to fulfill what she needed.

She was fast, though I could tell that she wasn’t using any magic. Maribelle was through the doorway to the cave by the time I got into the hallway, her shoes clicking on the stone floor as she rushed.

My heartbeat picked up as I chased after her. Something clicked as I rushed through the cave. Maribelle stayed not so far away that I lost her, yet well out of reach.

The rush of the cave air past me was exhilarating, and I found my skin prickling as my body begged for me to go faster.

Maribelle skidded to a stop at a corner and grasped it to turn back and see me coming. There was a breathless excitement on her face, her eyes glimmering with anticipation. Her chest heaved with just a faint sheen of sweat as she paused.

“My little prey.” I did my best not to pant.

“You’ll never catch me,” she huffed and bit her lip before she rushed away again.

I knew it was just the game she wanted to play, but the taunt had an effect. I found myself pushing my body harder, using life magic to help keep my legs fresh.

She was so close I could almost feel her body against mine. I almost had her. Reaching out, I tried to snatch the back of her dress.

Maribelle took the turn sharply, using her hand to grab the cave wall and swing herself around it without slowing down.

I growled in frustration, finding myself even more eager than before to catch her. There was something about her being just out of my grasp that only encouraged me.

She dodged out of the way again and rushed through the safe room door. It slammed shut, and she slid a bolt in place.

“You think that’ll stop me?” I huffed. With a wave of my hand, the stone door melted away before reforming it behind me as I stalked forward.

Maribelle backed up until she bumped into the wall.

I wanted to take in what she’d done with the place, but honestly, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She shrank against the wall, her body language all that of someone who was trying to hide, yet her eyes begged to be caught.

I snapped forward and caught her shoulder, pressing her to the wall. “I caught you.”

“Please, I’ll do anything you want.” She begged with heavy breaths.

My heart had been hammering in my chest with the run, but I hadn’t exactly been aroused.

Yet the strangest thing happened. Now that I’d caught her and pressed up against her, my body was quickly becoming ready. Her soft body in my hands and her sweet scent in my nose was channeling all of that energy from the chase into my libido.

It was invigorating.

My heart still hammered, but with each pump, my blood wasn’t going to my legs anymore. Instead, my pants were getting uncomfortably tight.

I pushed her face against the cool stone wall and brushed my stiffening member against her soft thighs. “I will take what I want.”

Maribelle shuddered. “Please, Sir. Take all you want from me.” Her breath was so hot that it left a wet patch next to her face.

I ground myself against her, feeling harder than I had ever before. My hands slipped inside her dress and found the giant breasts that had been bouncing just out of my reach while I chased her. I squeezed them, reveling as they squished between my fingers.

She gasped and arched against me, pressing my erection between the cleft of her tight ass. “Please. Take from me. Use me.”

Her soft breasts melded into my hands as I pressed my chest to her back and pinned her to the wall.

I kissed her neck, feeling glimpses of her soul with each touch. The sheer excitement she felt in the moment drowned out my own thoughts or hesitations. “You feel incredible. I’ll just have to play with you all night. You are mine. Say it.”

“I’m yours,” she breathed, her eyes partly rolled back as her head lolled against the stone.

Her reward was a firm squeeze of her breasts. After being in her soul several times, I knew just how much she liked them played with. In fact, they were more important to her than penetration or stimulating her clit. There was a reason that she had had a life mage turn them into two tempting, giant mounds.

I rubbed myself against her ass as I mauled her breasts, enjoying their softness, but most of all, watching the prim and proper maid become undone as I humped her against the wall.

She came from that alone, a long, drawn-out wail as her body shuddered. “I love it.”

“So selfish. I haven’t even started my own fun yet,” I admonished her.

“Take. Your prey is caught. Take it all. Make me a slave to your cock.” She rubbed her ass against me, her words short as she worked to catch her breath.

I let go of her breasts to pull down my pants with a single hand before fishing into her dress to pull down her panties. Somehow, the hastiness of being partially dressed made the entire situation better.

I searched for her pussy, and it was easy to find, its wet warmth making my cock twitch against her in anticipation. It was obvious just how turned on she was from the chase and my taking her against the wall.

She sank down on me the second my head touched her entrance. Her slick walls squeezed me as she ground herself back against me. “Fuck me,” she moaned.

The maid with folded hands, waiting on me at a noble house was completely gone. Instead, there was a woman in wanton need, soaking my cock in front of me, nearly begging for me to take her.

“You don’t tell me what to do.” I pushed her face against the wall again and roughly shoved myself up into her. The move had the desired effect. I made sure her chest rubbed the wall as I gave a sharp thrust deep into her, gaining a sigh of satisfaction out of the beauty.

“You like that?” I didn’t let up, thrusting her against the wall as I sought my own pleasure.

“Yes. Use me. I’m your prey, and you caught me. Use me, use your tool.” She pressed her face against the wall, drooling on it as I fucked her.

“Tell me you love it. You can’t live without it.”

“Sir. I love you inside me, I’ll die if you ever stop. Anything, anything to keep going,” she cried out against the wall, her sex squeezing me and shuddered as she came again.

This moment was not about gentle love making. The chase had brought out something in me that I was letting loose, and damn if it didn’t feel amazing.

Grabbing the roots of her hair, I pulled her head back to bend her and make her sex squeeze tight around me before I slammed into her repeatedly.

She felt so incredibly good, better than running loose silk over my skin, yet tight enough to make my blood pump harder with each trust. Wet slaps and heavy breaths filled the room as she cried out and came again, her body molding to me.

Every part of Maribelle was soft, but her sex was beyond what I had imagined. Her sex was paradise. It squeezed around me like it was made for me and me alone. The silken vice caught my head and dragged her inner walls along every sensitive inch of my cock as I continued to bury it in her.

Then there were her sweet moans, begging me to take her harder and take what I wanted. That I was turning her into my cock sleeve to be used and abused as much as I wanted.

I lost myself in taking just that and rutted her against the wall like an animal until I felt my cock swell. I shoved it in as far as I could as she sat back into me and took my seed as I sprayed it deep inside of her in a satisfying finish that made dots in my vision and took all the tension from my body with it.

Maribelle let out a contented sigh as she looked over her shoulder at me. “Yes. That was wonderful. I want more, I need more.”

I shut her up, grabbing her neck and pulling her lips to me as I kissed and bit at her lips.

She rocked gently against me, making me twitch inside of her. “We aren’t done yet. Not even close. You caught me tonight, and you aren’t going to let me go until the sun rises.” Her sex clenched around me and dragged her slick walls against me.

I grabbed her and pulled her away from the wall before tossing her on the bed. “You don’t get to decide when we stop.”

She bounced on the heavy pile of furs before stretching out over it, arching her body for me. “Sorry, Sir. This one didn’t mean to be presumptuous—I just want more so badly. Please.”

I stepped up and grabbed the dress, ripping the neckline and letting her breasts bounce out as I shucked off my clothes. “This was in the way. Do better next time. You’ll have to prove just how much you want it.”

“Yes, Sir.” She arched her back as I played with her chest and bit at her nipples. I made sure to feed a little life magic into my body while I went, getting myself ready for the next round.

“There’s a barrel of water in the corner if you need it, and two other cheap dresses in the cupboards. Just tell me how you want me and this one will serve you.” She looked into my eyes, begging for my next command.

“Push those beautiful tits together.” I moved forward on her body. Rather than going back into that blissful sex of hers, I was going to make her pay for all the teasing leading up to this moment.

She gave me a seductive grin and pressed her breasts together hard. I was still lubricated with our mixed fluids and pressed myself into her cleavage.

“Does it meet your desire, Sir?” she asked excitedly.

“Decent.” I refused to tell her just how incredible it felt. I thrust slowly into her bountiful cleavage as her warm breasts wrapped around my shaft as it disappeared entirely into them.

“I’m glad I could be of service.” Some of her prim and proper attitude was back, and I wanted to ruin it, ruin her.

My magic slipped into her soul for an answer, and what came back made me smile viciously. I leaned forward and pressed my palm against her neck before slowly tightening my fingers around her throat.

“Ah. Much better,” I said, thrusting into her as her voice came out in barely a whisper of protest. “Though, you need to do the work now.”

She bounced her breasts over me with a smile.

“Better hurry.” I squeezed tighter. “I won’t let up until you make me come.”

There was a flash of delight in her eyes before panic set over her face. She bounced her breasts over my cock.

They were so soft, so pliant.

She gasped as she came, and I only squeezed tighter until her breath came out in a hoarse whistle and her tongue lolled out, drooling over herself with a smile.

“Hurry up,” I told her.

She moved with a newfound urgency, and I struggled to keep a straight face as I started to twitch between her breasts begging for a release. The release came without warning, and I sprayed over her chest and the bottom of her face.

“Ah.” I let go of her throat. “Much better. Now clean me up.” I leaned back, watching as her chest heaved between the pieces of her ripped dress. A smile spread across her face, now coated with my seed.

“Yes, Sir,” she replied hoarsely and moved to suck on me before cleaning herself off.

I touched her throat and pushed life magic into it to ensure that she wasn’t in any lingering pain, but she removed my hand.

“I like it to sting a little. You could be rougher even,” she told me.

She went back to cleaning me off, and I grabbed the back of her head, thrusting it over my cock and choking her.

I had no idea what had come over me, but being rough with her, taking so much control of her was intoxicating. Perhaps some healer might talk about loss of control in my life recently, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to feel more of Maribelle around my cock and for her to cry out in ecstasy again and again.

She sucked and licked as I buried myself into her throat.

It took a little careful maneuvering, but I got my hips in a position that I could start fucking her throat. I didn’t worry about the position for her and just grabbed her tight, blonde curls with both hands as I thrust down her throat.

She gulped, sputtered, and swallowed me the entire time with a shine in her eyes until I came for a third time, this time down her throat.

“What more can I do for you to fuck me more?” she begged the second I finished.

I pulled myself back and laid down as casually as one could in this situation. “Clean yourself up and fetch me some water.”

“As you wish.” She stepped back, grabbing a towel from one of the cabinets and then a cup before scooping from a barrel.

“You really have everything prepared for this, don’t you?” I looked around the room, taking it in for the first time. The bed was piled with furs and I suspected a bedroll underneath it. Two pillows were propped to the side while there was a small stack of spare clothes and a few sets of eating utensils.

Maribelle held the cup carefully and knelt to press it to my lips. I tilted my head back and let her serve me.

“Of course I did. This is for you. I live for you, Sir.”

I brushed back some hair that had fallen in her face and cupped her cheeks. “This is what you want?”

“Yes. Hunt me, use me. Make me serve you.” Maribelle stared into my eyes.

“Get me some more water,” I demanded, and slapped her hard ass enough that I felt a little guilty.

She moved fluidly with sensual grace as she went to get more, taking a quick drink of her own first.

“Did I say you could do that?”

“Sir.” She bowed apologetically, but her eyes begged for punishment.

“Come here and serve me.” I leaned back on the furs.

She swayed her hips and held another full cup of water that she put on a stand beside the bed.

My cock was already at full mast after more life magic healed me.

Maribelle’s dress was barely hanging onto her as she crawled over and straddled me. “How would you like me?”

She bent over, her tight, blonde curls brushing against my chest as she leaned down to kiss me. As her hips found mine, she twisted and swayed until my rod entered her once again, my body straining already for its next release.

“Screaming and bouncing on me.” I snapped my fingers. “Hurry up.”

She slowly, definitely drew herself up and raised her hips over me.

I slapped her ass hard enough to make her jiggle all the way at her chest. “Did I say slowly? Hurry. Show your Sir what you can do, else I’ll toss you out with the rest of the garbage.”

She sank down on me. Her eyes rolled up as they nearly glowed with satisfaction. She squeezed me like a vice as she cried out and started to bounce. “Yes! This is all I want.”

Her breasts swayed and smacked into each other as she really threw herself into the movements. I slapped them, and she cried out again before I pulled them roughly down and started to maul them with my hands.

Gods, she was beautiful. I might have threatened to throw her out, but I didn’t think I could ever let go of a woman this dedicated. And where I had been concerned that I might not be able to meet her desires, I was finding that she was awakening some unknown need inside of me.
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Maribelle looked down at Ard’s sleeping face. He had exhausted himself. They had been busy for some unknown amount of time; it was hard to really stay grounded in time so deep underground.

She bit her lip. Their time had been divine. Everything she hoped for.

But that was also a problem.

She wanted him all for herself, now more than ever. Having Ard every morning, noon, and night would be bliss.

Carefully, without waking the exhausted mage, she folded over several of the furs and bound them together in a bundle before activating the magic in her and lifting him up as if he weighed nothing more than an empty bedroll.

She didn’t have time to think, just to take him away and figure everything else out later.

She needed him for herself.

As she opened the door, she found Emlyn leaning against the wall.

“Yeah. I worried something like this might happen.” Emlyn stood up. She was a fair bit taller than Maribelle. “You know it will never work out if you take him away.”

“Huh?” Maribelle played it off. “This is just part of our thing.”

Emlyn crossed her arms and drummed her fingers on her bicep. “Listen, I promise to help you get as much time as you can. Sharing is tough.”

“I don’t want to share. Sir only needs me.” Maribelle clenched her teeth.

“Join the club.” Emlyn stared her down, and Maribelle realized she wasn’t the only one who had difficulties sharing. “But he would never abandon all of us. It goes against everything within Ard. Everything you love about him would be gone if you somehow managed to hold him somewhere.”

Maribelle clenched and unclenched her jaw several times. What Emlyn was saying was right, but she wanted him all to herself so badly.

Finally, Maribelle let out an exhausted sigh. Trying to escape past Emlyn would be too difficult while carrying Ard. She might win in a fight, but Emlyn was faster with her lightning magic.

“I’ll bring down some juice and breakfast in an hour. It’s almost dawn,” Emlyn offered. “Cuddle him, feed him. Enjoy the time. I know it isn’t easy, but he isn’t destined for one person.”

Maribelle let the tension out of her shoulders and turned back to return Ard to the bed. “Fine.”

“I want your word. Promise on Ard that you won’t try to abscond with him again. I don’t want to have to stand out here every time.”

Maribelle paused, considering the promise before she finally spoke. “You have my word. I swear on Ard’s life that I won’t try to take him.” Maribelle meant it. Her desires had gotten the better of her for a moment. “I realize that it would turn out poorly.”

“Didn’t stop you from trying.” Emlyn smirked and put a hand on the doorway. “Just give me a heads up when you need time, and I’ll do my best to make it happen. You’re a hell of a partner in trying to keep him safe.”

Maribelle glanced at her. “Thank you, but I already know I’m the best.”

Emlyn clicked her tongue and didn’t respond, stepping away from the door and walking through the cave.

Maribelle thought about rushing away with Ard again, but the moment of passion overcoming her logic was gone. Tonight had been everything she had wanted, and if she wanted more, she would just have to agree to share Ard.

She looked at Ard’s face again and dipped her head before sliding back under the furs and using her body to cushion his. She didn’t sleep, wanting to soak up the feeling of touching his body for as long as time allowed.


Chapter 28


Zuri leaned against the tree with a spyglass in her hands as she peered over the pirate encampment. The spyglass was one of the few valuable belongings they had found at the drunk pirate camp. “Twenty-eight in the lower half… fifteen in the upper, and I can only assume a decent number are out… Shit.”

“Gimme.” Aurelia tapped Zuri’s shoulder.

Zuri handed over the spyglass for Aurelia to peer into. “Upper section. Look at the big guy with the ax and what’s next to him.”

Aurelia let out a whistle. “That’s Cyam. I’m pretty sure.”

“His body. Don’t tell Ard that’s Cyam, or he’ll get upset again,” Zuri admonished her.

“Well, he had enough dead pets.” Aurelia handed her back the spyglass.

Zuri took it with a deadpan expression. “He’s quite sentimental. He cracks jokes and so does Emlyn, but I can tell it’s hurting him. I wouldn’t continue to make light of it.”

“It’s fine,” Aurelia huffed, the girl had gotten better since the incident with the wendigos, but she was still a proud Virel. “Don’t look at me like that. I know. I saw the magic he used when I got hurt. He cares for us all in his own weird way.”

“It’s not weird. He just very purposefully wears half his emotions on his sleeve so that you don’t see the half he doesn’t want you to see. He is very empathetic, which means no making fun of things that have died around him. Especially Cyam.” Zuri took another look at the camp. “Pretty sure that’s the corrupted, though I want to know how that pirate tamed a corrupted.”

“I wonder if the horse is becoming corrupted, or if Ard changed anything by moving the soul?” Aurelia asked.

The answer to that question was far beyond Zuri. Even if she brought that question to the Elder Mages, they likely wouldn’t have an answer. Soul magic, as far as she knew, was unique to Ard and possibly his mysterious father that had disappeared.

“It would be interesting to know more, but I doubt the corrupted will help us study it.” Zuri shrugged. It was unlikely that they’d make any progress, so there was no point in worrying about it.

“If you died, would you want him to do something with your soul?” Aurelia asked after a moment of hesitation.

Zuri found a spot to lay down where she could watch the camp for a few hours and get a better idea of their number and organization. “Perhaps. If he could put my soul back in a body, I’d allow it.”

“Like another person?” Aurelia asked, taking a seat and watching her back.

“Or my own. He patched Cyam’s dead body up; it was just his failure to grab the right soul that caused this problem. What? Would you want him to stuff you in a manticore?” Zuri asked, trying to hold back a laugh.

Aurelia snorted. “I like that he compares me to one. It’s a compliment. But no, I’d rather not be a monster. As you said, we have no idea how this works. If I was in something else’s body, would I even think the same?” She did a mock shudder.

“Questions we don’t have answers to, and one we won’t be delving into if we are fortunate,” Zuri said. “I’d rather focus on keeping everyone alive. Though if something does happen to one of us, I have no doubt that Ard would go to extreme lengths to save us. So don’t die, or you might just end up a manticore. Ard might just think it was fitting.”

The pirate camp below was starting to shift, catching Zuri’s attention. Another large group was joining them.

Zuri adjusted her spyglass to understand exactly what was happening. The camp was on edge as the other group joined them, telling her that it was not part of their own clan.

“Damnit, I think that’s another group of pirates. This will get more difficult if they all start working together.”
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I had a satisfied smile on my face after several days of hard, back-breaking work came to fruition. The stone recliner could be a little more comfortable, but I was wearing enough layers that I hardly noticed the hard stone.

Maribelle poured me more of the blackberry juice, and I took a sip, sighing in contentment again on the reclined stone chair.

“Who knew hunting monsters was such luxurious work.” Sienna sat with me in the sun, though its warmth came up short with winter’s chill chasing it away.

Despite being winter, a few layers of fur made it feel almost like relaxing in the summer. And I wanted to savor the fruits of my labor, cold be damned.

“You have to do proper reconnaissance to really pull off a good hunt. Especially when we are hunting pirates.” I closed my eyes and enjoyed the first pitcher of juice from my blackberry bushes.

It had only taken four days to grow them out to the point that they produced berries. Though, it had taken all that they could muster to get this pitcher of juice.

“I thought we were hunting a corrupted,” Sienna joked.

Maribelle skipped over to her and poured her some juice before taking some on her own and sharing the moment with me, standing behind my stone recliner. She was currently wearing her enchanted maid uniform. The anchors never seemed to mind the cold much.

I had a new appreciation for how she wore it, though my eyes kept drifting back up to the metal collar sewn into it. The collar was brass, but I wondered if it wouldn’t be worth it to get her one made of bluesteel that she could reinforce if necessary.

It would be expensive, but I thought she would appreciate the upgrade. If it let her keep her head just once, it would be well worth it.

“Right, hunting corrupted,” I distractedly answered Sienna before my focus shifted back. “Zuri and Aurelia should be back soon. They were looking for that damned bastard that stole Cyam’s body.”

“Weren’t you the one who put the corrupted’s soul into Cyam’s body?” Sienna raised an eyebrow under her several layers of coats.

“Not the point, Sienna. He still ran away with a body that wasn’t his. It’s rude,” I answered.

“While you were trying to kill him?” She held back a laugh.

“Whose side are you on, anyway?” I huffed.

“Yours. Always.” She reached across the gap between our recliners and squeezed my hand. “But let’s be honest. It was your fault because you were trying so hard to save Cyam. Are you going to put him back in his body?” She glanced at the shadow, still slightly unnerved by it.

“What do you think, Cyam?” I asked the shadow.

It whinnied and huffed.

“Ah. That makes sense. Well, then you are welcome to stay in my shadow as long as you pay rent.”

Cyam neighed.

“Yes. That counts,” I answered.

Sienna was staring at me. “Can you actually understand him?”

“Nope. Not a clue.” I cracked into a wild laugh. “Yet I don’t get the feeling that he wants to go back. He likes being my shadow, and he’s come in rather handy in this form.”

“He likes it because he now gets to follow you everywhere,” Maribelle said from behind my chair. “It only makes sense.”

“Probably.” I shrugged, not sure if everyone had Maribelle’s same sense of priorities. She’d probably love being my shadow. “Either way, he’s sticking around and I’m okay with that.”

Sienna hummed in agreement. “I do wonder what would happen if you took my soul out?”

“No clue. I think I was only able to play with Cyam’s soul because he died and it left his body. I touch the anchor’s souls quite often, and they all seem fairly rooted to their bodies.”

Maribelle raised an eyebrow at me. “You tried?”

“Just wiggled it a little. Yours is the only one that moves. It’s like a vine trying to grow up onto mine sometimes,” I told her.

Most people would have been unnerved by the fact that I’d tried to remove their soul, but Maribelle only smiled bigger at the fact that hers was trying to grow onto mine. “You’ll never get away from me.”

“I have no intention of even trying,” I sighed. Having hunted her twice in the last few days, I was feeling particularly empty of concern around her. She was devoted to me completely. Well, some might say obsessed, but I wasn’t splitting hairs.

“Interesting,” Sienna said. “I must say, learning that you can dip into someone’s soul when you kiss them was illuminating.”

“Worried?” I teased, though she hadn’t pressed for more since making out in the cavern.

“It is a little invasive,” she admitted. “Could you let me see inside yours?”

“My head is just full of a lot of bad jokes that I don’t say aloud.” I grinned. “But you are welcome anytime you want. I have no idea how to let you in, though.”

Sienna hummed to herself. “If you found something in my mind that you didn’t like, what would you do?”

“Uh… I’ve been inside Maribelle’s head and I’m still okay.” I pointed over my shoulder. “Pretty sure you have nothing on her.”

Sienna still didn’t seem convinced. “I don’t have any big secrets. But it is a veil of privacy, where I wouldn’t know what you saw in order to talk about it. The fact that it’s only one way is also a little unfair.”

“I’m an open book. Just let me know what you want to know.” I shrugged, unsure how to make it easier.

Aurelia came out of the fort, having used the cave network to come back. “There you are. What are you doing?”

“Relaxing in the warm sun.” I waved my arm around, as if it was obvious.

She frowned.

“He’s enjoying some of the berries he finally made from the bushes.” Sienna pointed at them. “Finished for the day?”

“No. We came back early. A second pirate group joined the camp, and Zuri thinks we should hit it now before they fortify too much.”

“When there’s more of them?” I asked.

“They are all grouped up for the talk with the other pirate group. A few well-placed shots and the whole camp will crumble, including the corrupted in Cyam’s body,” she added the last part tentatively.

I shot to my feet. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go wake Emlyn and get moving.” I clapped my hands and moved, waddling with how many furs I had wrapped around me.

Maribelle flowed behind me, putting the pitcher down once we entered the fort and starting to help me out of the furs and into a heavy coat. I would have to suffer a little cold for mobility if we were going to pick a fight.

“Emlyn, get up, sleepyhead!” I shouted into the fort. “We need you to put that sharp sword of yours to use.”

She groaned from her bedroom.

“Are you really napping again?” I asked.

“Yes.” She pulled herself through the doorway, her belt and sword in hand. “I’m not getting much sleep at night lately.” She glanced at Maribelle.

“Don’t worry about her. It’s not like she’d do something as silly as run away with me.” I pointedly looked at both of them before moving to the cave entrance, enjoying it as both anchors stared accusingly at each other.

“He can read your soul,” Sienna answered, rolling her eyes. “Nothing either of you do is a secret. I guess that answers what he’d do if he found something he doesn’t like.”

“Oh, I don’t hate it. The idea is fun.” I glanced pointedly at Maribelle. “But the reality of it is never going to happen.” I made sure to lock eyes and make sure she understood before I glanced at Emlyn. “So, get sleep and stop worrying.”

“Huh.” Aurelia made a noise. “Maybe he does have some sense.”

“I heard that.” I grabbed my sword that I hoped that I’d never have to use. Though, if I needed, I’d put it in the corrupted. I was going to fix my own mistake.

“Everyone, let’s go.” I continued to march into the cave before I stopped and looked at the three paths. “Which way are we going?” I turned to Aurelia.

She rolled her eyes. “Why take the lead if you don’t know?”

“Because I’m a man of action, even if it isn’t intelligent action.” I grinned like a loon.

“Makes perfect sense.” Selina joined us, pulling her straight, blonde hair back into a tight bun as she walked.

“It does?” I hadn’t been expecting her to agree with me.

“Yeah. You just do what you want. Though, you do stay moving most of the time.” She gave me a look. “I’m glad you consider your anchors’ lives more now.”

I felt a little heat of embarrassment on my cheeks. “Of course. I always valued my anchors’ lives. I just didn’t quite know how to take care of my own at first.”

“Helps that he has more than one now,” Emlyn admitted. “He’s kind of a handful.”

I gasped.

“He is,” Aurelia agreed. “Remember that time he goaded a mage until the mage’s anchor tried to kill him?”

“Or the time he angered two noble houses to the point that his mother encouraged him to leave the city for his own good?” Emlyn piled on.

I rolled my eyes. “You said I should kill Taric,” I pointed out.

“Might have been easier.” Emlyn shrugged. “We’ll never know.”

“Killing him in the middle of the duel would have been difficult with Mage Brighthaven watching,” Sienna pointed out.

I nodded along, liking it when someone was on my side.

Aurelia led our group through the cave, pausing occasionally and consulting marks that had been left on the wall. The caves seemed to stretch throughout the mountain, and my anchors had mapped them well. She took several more turns while I bantered on with Emlyn.

Eventually, the sky reappeared before us as we stepped around a bend to see another exit to the caves.

Izzy was waiting at the mouth of the cave. “There you guys are. Zuri said to hurry when you got here.”

I nodded and picked up into a light jog as Aurelia quickened her pace. I tried to keep up, but soon Emlyn had grabbed me, increasing our speed. Aurelia grabbed Izzy, and Selina took Sienna.

As a group, we rushed through the mountain range with trees blurring past. Anchors were fast. Some of them were even faster than a horse. It didn’t take long for us to reach the ridgeline where Zuri was laying, keeping an eye on the pirates below.

I almost made a comment, but I bit back my glib tongue. I wasn’t sure Zuri was in the right headspace for my brilliant wit, and it would be a shame to waste it on her.

“Good. You’re here.” Zuri got up and handed me the spyglass.

I took a spot down next to her on the ridge and fiddled with the device before peering through it. “What am I looking at?”

“Pirate camp. About eighty strong. Though, they might be close to a hundred with the second group here.” She adjusted the spyglass to look where she wanted me to focus. “That tent. The one with the purple banners currently has what I’d guess are two pirate captains.”

“Oh. So we hit that and this suddenly becomes far easier?” I asked.

“That would be the plan. The corrupted has been milling around. Look at the lower part of the camp towards the back.”

“Yep, the meat-eating horse. Got it. No reason to put Cyam back in that body; the corrupted is not taking care of it at all.” I shook my head as my shadow echoed me with a snort. “The digestive issues he’s going to wrack up with eating meat.”

“Not the point, Ard.” Emlyn sighed. “So, do we handle this like the first pirate camp? Have Ard lob some stones at it?”

“I can assist with that,” Sienna said. “I assume that’s why you brought me?”

“It would be appreciated, even if you can’t match Ard,” Zuri answered.

“I might not be a four-sphere.” Sienna rolled up her sleeves. “But every wolf mage learns how to throw some siege stones.”

She pulled stone away from the mountain and started to form a pile of rocks a little bigger than my fist. We were up on a ridge maybe half a mile away from the camp.

“Wait, that’s all you need to throw?” I stared at the rocks. The ones I’d been throwing before were as big as my head.

“Launched in a high angle with enough distance to fall, these can punch through houses, not to mention tents and pirate skulls.” She raised an eyebrow at me.

“Well, in that case.” I refused to be outdone and pulled stone from the mountain face to make my own larger pile.

Emlyn rolled her eyes at my antics.

“Might work better,” Zuri said. “Can you throw that whole pile at once?”

“Yep. Though, I won’t be able to control them very well. They’ll just rain down on the camp.” I thought about it for a second. “Actually, I might want to throw a few single ones and make sure I am hitting my target before I throw the whole batch.”

I didn’t want a repeat of last time where I had missed by a literal mile.

“Give me the spyglass.” Emlyn held out her hand for it. “I’ll guide you in. Sienna, are you joining this?”

“Yes, but I don’t think I’ll be able to compete with that.” She gestured at my still growing pile of rocks. I was not about to be outdone.

“I can’t help it that it's so big. That’s just the way I am.” I smiled, continuing to fill my pile.

There were several groans from the ladies, but I ignored them, pleased with myself.

“Okay, both of you get your rocks ready. Make sure they are hard and ready. Go on my mark—no one likes it when you release early.” Emlyn was trying to hold it steady as she chuckled for a moment until she calmed down. “Fire.”


Chapter 29


Ifired a single stone ball, sending it sailing high over the mountain range. Using my arm to maintain the direction and angle, I stayed frozen like a statue, waiting for the report.

Emlyn shaded her eyes as she watched the stone ball soar. “Too high. Lower angle, more power.”

It landed with a crack of some poor tree.

I rolled my shoulder and picked up another with my magic. “Alright, I got it this time.” It floated in front of my hand, and I opened up my wolf sphere for more earth magic.

Sienna launched one before I could do my second round. Hers flew through the air, but it must have caught some mountain wind as it veered off course.

She clicked her tongue. “Not enough power.”

“Together then?” I aimed with my tongue out, helping me focus in a way that only that facial expression could manage. Then I fired with a burst of magic and most certainly did not bite my tongue.

Emlyn was still shielding her eyes, but Zuri had her spyglass out now. “A few degrees to the right and a little more power. The pirates around the edge of camp are spooked. A few are going to see what made the noise.”

With a wave of my hand, I lifted the whole pile and lined one up in front of my hand. The others were cued up next to it.

“Fire.” Zuri was watching through her spyglass.

Another rock whizzed off, and Sienna was matching my angle as best as she could with her own. There was a distant crack, and I could hear the pirates shouting, the sound carrying well in the still mountain air.

“Edge of camp. Alternate raising the angle and shifting to the right slightly and just keep firing,” Zuri explained.

“Like footsteps. Walk it across the camp,” Emlyn said.

I frowned at her. “How is this like walking at all?” I rolled my eyes at her as I started to fire off rock after rock.

“Good, good. Higher angle. A little more.” Zuri watched through her spyglass. “There, right there. Fire everything.”

I didn’t have to be told twice, lifting the rest of the pile, filling my soul with earth magic and throwing it all at the rocks at once. The rocks all ripped through the air in a high pitch roar that quickly faded off.

Cracks and booms sounded in the distance as it was clear I’d kicked the hornet’s nest of pirates.

“They are scrambling. Again, if you can,” Zuri said, not looking back.

Sienna was firing off one at a time.

I pulled stone from the mountain in a huge chunk and broke it up into square chunks easily, not bothering to take the time to make pretty balls out of all of them. I only barely rounded them out.

“Put more force on them,” Maribelle told me.

Rather than even bother to think about the details, I just did as she asked and fired them all a little harder.

“Those scattered everywhere,” Zuri said. “Sienna, walk it back and to the left.”

Izzy just shook her head. “You all are walking cannons. What I wouldn’t give to be a walking cannon.”

“One day, I’ll make you a stone cannon to play with.” I tossed out at her.

“They have traced back the shots to our location,” Zuri said. “Prepare for pirates.”

“That was the whole point of this, yeah?” I asked as Emlyn’s sword rang as she drew it.

“Are you going to talk that much while fighting?” Sienna asked.

“He talks a lot when he’s nervous,” Aurelia explained. “I don’t think he likes blood and fighting much.”

“I do not,” I confirmed. “Too messy if I’m honest. Besides, have you tried to get blood out of your boots before? It’s an absolute pain in the butt. At least with our kingdom blues, we can cut it out and it’ll regenerate.”

“Your boots will now too,” Emlyn pointed out.

I picked up my foot and admired it. “Damn, that’s a good point. I knew I loved these babies.”

“Ard,” Emlyn warned.

“What? It’s not like you haven’t complained about it too.”

“No, Ard. Pirates. Start doing your thing.” Emlyn pointed through the trees where pirates were rushing through in search of us.

“I don’t know. They haven’t spotted us yet. Maybe we could just hide and wait for them to get bored.” Even as I teased her, I started making three manticore claws. It still took me a minute to get them formed.

“That’s not how it works,” Selina said before glancing at my work. “Never mind. You just don’t stop talking, do you?”

“Not when he’s nervous.” Emlyn had her sword at the ready, lightning starting to crackle around the bluesteel edge.

I threw out the claws that moved through the air together like they were a set. They reached the first pirate and raked through his side, spilling his guts out on the ground.

“See? Messy. So messy.”

Sienna had her little stone fort floating around her as it started to fire off small pebbles into the oncoming pirates. “You could attack so much cleaner if you didn’t make freaking claws your adept spell.”

As if challenged, Cyam whinnied from my shadow, and I fed him my dark magic, letting him rush out of my shadow in a wild charge down the hill. Unlike casting a spell, using Cyam didn’t take focus away from me.

“Yeah. He’s not going to be any less messy.” Emlyn clicked her tongue as Cyam spun and kicked a pirate in the head with both hooves, splattering his brain against a tree.

“Now I’m going to have to clean that out of his hooves,” I sighed as the horse spun and bit another pirate’s shoulder.

“Just dismiss him when you’re done and make a new one, he’ll be all clean,” Emlyn said.

“It isn’t the same. Besides, how can you talk about Cyam like he’s replaceable?”

Since Cyam had been the only one to rush down, the pirates rushed to attack him, their heavy sabers smashing down on his flank to little effect.

While they were distracted, my claws tore through them as Zuri’s arrows rained down with Sienna’s rocks. It took only a handful of attacks on Cyam before they realized the futility of attacking the pitch-black horse.

My eyes stared down at the pirates lifelessly as I steeled myself and squeezed my hand together.

The manticore claws fell to the ground without anything else controlling them, and Cyam exploded in a maelstrom of dark magic, pulling, ripping, and shredding the pirates around him.

“It’s not real! Get the mage on the cliff!” one of the pirates with more brains shouted and pointed at me, only for Zuri to put an arrow through his brains before he could cause any more trouble with them.

More and more pirates were pouring out of the camp. Those that had taken a second to arm themselves came with more than just blades. Crossbows were rare, and rarer still, a few of them rushed out with the same hand cannons we had seen with previous pirates, cradled in their arms like newborn babes.

Once they got close enough, they slung them forward, pointing at the cliff and striking a match on the back.

I reacted first, flicking my wrist upwards and raising a half wall of stone to protect us. Maribelle jumped in front of me, using her body as my shield even though the tiny cannon boomed and crashed into the cliff in front of us rather than hit us.

“I don’t want to see you get hit by one of those,” I grumbled.

“She gets hit and you heal her. Or worse, you try and bring her back to life like an idiot. Though, check the soul this time,” Emlyn said sharply. “If something puts a hole in you, there’s no one here to patch you up.”

“I am your tool. Use me.” Maribelle glanced over her shoulder, her devotion plain on her face.

“Rush around the side. Kill him and get back to me.” I ducked behind the wall as several crossbow bolts flung themselves up to the cliff. Not liking hiding, I made spikes of stone and rained them down on the pirates blindly.

Another of the hand cannons went off and blew a chunk of my stone barrier away.

Sienna let out an appreciative whistle. “That’s nearly as strong as a spell.”

“We can admire the enemy’s weapons later.” I rolled my eyes.

“Someone’s jealous. Don’t worry, you’re bigger.” Emlyn stood to the side of my barrier and deflected a bolt with a flick of her sword.

Aurelia was a short ways off, though I didn’t see her over the barrier. But a gout of fire mixed with pirate screams gave her away.

“You should help her,” I told Emlyn.

“No can do. With Maribelle down there, you need someone here. Zuri’s having too much fun, and Aurelia loves nothing more than standing in a bottleneck and throwing fire everywhere.” Emlyn moved her sword so quickly that it was nothing more than a shining blue blur as she swatted away another crossbow bolt.

I searched for Zuri and found her running along the ridge with her giant bow, firing arrows of light one after another. They weren’t all hitting their mark, but she was successfully making a group of pirates cower away from us.

“Clear,” Emlyn reported.

I popped up, forming a row of sharp ice shards and threw them out ahead of Aurelia to thin the ranks coming for her. It seemed there was an endless stream of pirates heading this way.

Maribelle screamed something and Cyam joined her. I didn’t have to see it to know what was coming.

Emlyn grabbed my head and shoved me down. “Wall.”

The barrier sprang up higher at her words before an explosion shook the wall from the other side.

“What the—?” Sienna asked.

“Well, that answers that question,” Emlyn grunted and got back up.

“What question?” Sienna huffed.

“If the corrupted can still use magic in a horse’s body,” I answered for her. The corrupted horse was the only thing that would make Cyam so irate. “It’s a pretty stupid question, because if magic comes from the soul, then of course he can still use magic.”

Emlyn glared at me. “Well, at least he smoked a fair bit of these guys, and Aurelia is fireproof. Whoops.” She ducked back around the barrier and sheltered us.

I didn’t need her to say anything to grab hold of the stone wall and actively hold it with my magic. Impact after impact landed on the wall. The corrupted was apparently going to keep lobbing fireballs at us until it grew tired.

Which didn't appear to be any time soon. They just kept coming.

Maribelle flipped over the barrier and landed in a crouch as one of her arms that was covered in burns healed before my eyes. “Hand cannon users are dead.”

“Good job.” I rubbed the top of her head. “Now we need to do something about—” A particularly large fireball splashed against my stone barrier, making it shudder. “That.”

Staying behind a wall was not how I had pictured this fight. Thankfully, I was a four-sphere mage with options.

I made a shield of ice and hovered it before me as I stepped away from the stone. The ice wasn’t as sturdy as stone, but at least I could make out the fireball-spitting horse through the ice.

The pirates were in disarray, but someone was coming up behind them, and they were still pushing forward.

I maintained the ice barrier and started to spray razor sharp ice shards down onto them. The shards wouldn’t take someone out unless I got an extremely lucky hit. But it was wearing them down slowly, making them hesitate, which in turn gave Aurelia a bit of a break.

A fireball slammed into my shield of ice, and I had to mentally brace to keep it from cracking.

The corrupted stood midfield, snorting with three orbs of fire rotating around it. The spinning orbs blocked one of Zuri’s arrows of light before throwing another out in the pause.

“Damn. I think that horse is a better mage than you,” Emlyn laughed.

“I will sic Maribelle on you,” I warned.

Emlyn snapped her mouth closed hard enough that her teeth clicked. “That’s not even funny. She’s terrifying.”

I shrugged. “Not to me. The question becomes, how do we deal with this horse mage?” I shouldered another explosive fireball.

“Confirming we don’t have anyone down there?” Sienna asked.

“Nope.” Her anchor leaned around the wall.

“Perfect.” Sienna make several more rock balls before lobbing them high into the air over the wall. “It’s best if I stay back here. Not much of a fighter if I’m honest.”

I got to see the effects up close this time. The stone balls slammed back down into the earth, shattering any tree branches that dared get in its way. They shattered on impact, throwing shards of stone around them and shredding anyone who was too close.

Ice wouldn’t be nearly as effective, and instead, I focused on a pirate with a crossbow, throwing shards at him until they hit and then having it spread to cover his upper body and freeze him out of the fight.

Another fireball managed to hit me before Cyam charged the corrupted, and the two horses reared, smacking at each other with their hooves. The two of them went at it. Dark versus light. Though in this fairy tale, I hoped that the dark side would win. Really, they needed a win every now and then.

To the right, a man suddenly came charging into the fighting horses with a giant ax that looked like the shaft was made from the spine of some great beast. It held a single blade that looked like someone had designed it from the crescent moon.

With a single swing, he cut right through Cyam’s shadowy form and cleaved him in two.

“Cyam!” I screamed and threw a fireball to help my horse.

The corrupted shifted to take the fire on his flank and protected the man with the giant ax.

Thankfully, what remained of Cyam shot across the ground and merged back with my shadow, making pitiful noises.

“Yeah. You tell him. Just watch my back, buddy.” I threw my shield forward into the next fireball, letting it explode and grabbing hold of the shards to make an ax of my own above the two before bringing it down.

I didn’t often choose violence, but they had tried to cut my horse in two. The gloves were coming off.

The ax dropped like an executioner’s swing, crashing down on the two figures. The corrupted reared back, letting out a huge gout of fire towards the ax.

I strained, reinforcing the ice on the blade to keep it sharp.

The ax wielding pirate swung up to meet my giant ice ax. There was a clear crack as his ax struck and my ice shattered.

I whipped my hand down in frustration, turning the shards into their own weapons and slamming them down on the two figures along with anyone else close enough.

“You got this,” Emlyn encouraged me.

A flash of light and Zuri managed to pierce the ax-wielding pirate’s leg.

“Push forward,” I told those around me as I took hold of the stone wall and shoved it ahead of us, clearing the way and allowing Emlyn and Selina to clean up the pirates on the side.

Aurelia jumped the wall and joined us. “I could use a touch of healing.”

I glanced at Sienna, asking her to keep the wall moving. Right now, there would be no victor if both sides just kept lobbing spells back and forth. We needed to get the field clear enough so that the anchors could join the fight against the corrupted.

Aurelia leaned forward, and I kissed her cheek, flooding her with life magic as well as all the excess fire I had in me from throwing the ice around.

“Thank you,” she told me. Her cuts and bruises healed over instantly.

“No. Thank you for taking care of yourself.” I patted her shoulder, and she joined the other three anchors in fighting around the wall as we moved forward one step at a time.

Realizing that they might need topping up, I quickly pulled Emlyn and Maribelle aside, giving them what magic I could.

Zuri landed behind me, her skin covered in a sheen of sweat, but she looked otherwise unharmed as she breathed heavily and held the bow against her shoulder. “I could use some.”

“You’ve done great.” I kissed her and opened up my raven sphere to dump more light magic into her. “Now, we need a plan.”

“Aurelia is the corrupted’s worst enemy. She’s fire resistant, and it seems to heavily favor those fireballs,” Zuri pointed out.

“Anchors fighting mages of the same sphere have a huge advantage,” Maribelle echoed. “I’ll join her. The ax seems particularly dangerous and not suited for my style of fighting.”

Maribelle excelled at taking hits while she dealt bigger damage, which was difficult against such a big intense blade. The way it had cleaved Cyam and my giant ice ax made it particularly dangerous for Maribelle.

“The ax is special. It’ll cut right through a ship's hull, or so the stories go,” Izzy chimed in. She had her cutlass out and it was bloodied, but I hadn’t seen her fight. To be fair, it would be difficult for somebody to keep up with an anchor.

“Don’t think I could compare to a ship's hull,” Emlyn said. “Then again, I think the goal is to just not get hit. Zuri, with me?”

“I’ll keep the mages safe.” Izzy set her jaw.

“Selina stays back with the mages too,” Zuri added, glancing at me.

“Fair. I don’t really want to play with the sharp swords.” I grabbed the one belted to my hip, hoping I didn’t use it.

“If you need to, the pointy end goes into the person you don’t like,” Emlyn teased as she stepped around the wall, and her sword crackled with lightning as she swiftly cut down two pirates.

She moved considerably faster than them. They didn’t stand a chance against her bluesteel sword imbued with lightning magic. Selina had the other side, both of them channeling lightning magic to fight.

Candidly, watching them fight, I was fairly sure Emlyn was a better lightning anchor. Though, I wouldn’t tell Sienna that, lest she get jealous.

“On three,” I said. “One. Two. Three!” I slammed the wall of earth forward, exploding it outwards in vaguely nose shaped cones of rock that smashed into pirates in front of us and cleared a path to the corrupted and the ax-wielding pirate.


Chapter 30


Aurelia was topped up on magic and fully healed thanks to Ard. And now she had the lead on taking down the corrupted. The corrupted might have taken a new form, but it was still the same monster.

She let Ard’s rain of nose shards clear before she took a powerful step forward that flared with fire. One second she was beside Ard, the next she was twenty meters away, sliding to a stop.

She reinforced her ankles and knees with magic as she twisted and used the force from her waist, through her shoulders as her sword cleaved a pirate from neck to hip in a single stroke.

The bluesteel sword in her hands sparked fire as she continued the stroke into a horizontal slash that disemboweled another pirate. As her swing finished, she kicked off the ground.

Sure enough, a blast of fire filled the space she’d just been in. Her hard-won instincts had warned her of the oncoming fire.

“I haven’t forgotten about you.” She made eye contact with the monster, challenging it to keep its focus on her.

Immediately, she saw a shift in the corrupted’s gaze, eyes narrowing. No monster liked a smaller creature challenging it. The corrupted rushed towards her on blazing hooves, its head held high as its neigh was almost a roar with the balls of fire rotating around its head.

Aurelia adjusted her stance, readying for the perfect moment to strike. The corrupted barreled towards her, and the moment came halfway through the charge.

She pushed off the ground explosively again, her entire body fueled with magic as she aimed for the beast’s right leg. Even if she had infused all of her magic at once, the corrupted was still a one-ton beast, well over ten times her weight.

She couldn’t crash head on, or she’d always lose. She needed to choose her strikes strategically and make her move. Her angle deviated slightly with a second step, and she slid just past the corrupted, her blade running along the length of its right shoulder and along its ribs.

The blade bounced off the ribs. Like any monster, this corrupted’s body was fueled with magic and supernaturally tough. Despite once being a horse, it was now something more. She knew her grandfather would be interested in learning more. This kill could even qualify for the House Bestiary, a true honor for a Virel.

Which she would be more excited about if she was able to tell him. The knowledge of how special this horse was came with questions on how a corrupted’s soul ended up in what was normally a horse.

She sighed and put her family’s bestiary out of her mind. Staying with Ard was more important.

The corrupted let out a shrill noise and hurled all three fireballs orbiting around it towards her.

Aurelia’s mind went blank, and she acted on instinct, stabbing her sword into the ground and flooding her whole body with magic, reinforcing every inch, from the tips of her toes to every last strand of her hair.

The fireballs hit.

She weathered the flames, but the explosive nature of the fireballs ripped through her body. She clenched her teeth as everything hurt while her sword dragged itself through the ground, stopping her from flying off with the impact.

Ard might have called her fireproof, but she wasn’t explosion proof. Aurelia struggled to stand back up. The three fireballs had shaken her to her core.

She swallowed, tasting blood welling up in her mouth. She spit it to the side, readying for the next attack. There was no time for weakness, it didn’t belong in a Virel warrior’s body.

Luckily, she got a slight reprieve thanks to Maribelle, who vaulted on top of the corrupted and produced two daggers. Not hesitating a moment, Maribelle began gleefully punching the daggers into its back at a rapid pace. It was like she was trying to skin the thing alive.

The ground shifted underneath Aurelia, and she held onto her sword tighter to keep from falling over.

“Good work. Let me patch you up.” Ard grabbed her face and kissed her lips.

It was the most expedient way for him to give her life magic. She knew that, but the abrupt kiss still made her blush.

Magic flooded through her body, like a dam broke and the magic searched out new pathways, finding hurt and broken bits of her insides and nurturing them back to health.

The magic was gone as quickly as it came. She grounded the excess beneath her feet as she pushed off her sword.

Ard broke the kiss, and she felt her lips pushing out like they were trying to keep the connection to him. Her own damned body betrayed her emotions.

“You all good?” Ard asked, watching her.

“Yeah. Of course, I am. It barely touched me.” She tossed back her hair, ignoring the fact that the kiss had lingered, and she’d been the one to stretch it. “I’m a Virel and it’s a monster; there’s no need to worry.”

He gave her a look that she couldn’t face, yet the corrupted made a quick excuse and she shot off to rejoin the fray, hearing Ard sigh behind her.

A burned Maribelle was riding the corrupted while clinging on with her thighs. The corrupted’s mane had turned into a bonfire as it was trying to cook her off its back.

Aurelia shot forward, targeting an existing wound and spearing a foot into its abdomen before igniting the tip of her sword.

The corrupted horse screamed and rolled.

She barely got her sword out in time and grabbed Maribelle before throwing herself to the side, sliding on the ground and cutting up the leather on her shoulder with the rocky ground.

“Thank you.” Maribelle stood up, seeming to have no concern for the fact that half her chest was burnt off. She dusted off her skirt, frowning where there was soot. “Glad I didn’t ruin it.” Her skin healed over, restoring her giant chest.

Aurelia could not fathom why any person would need a pair of breasts as big as Maribelle’s.

“No, you can’t touch them. They are Ard’s and Ard’s alone.” Maribelle’s blue eyes pierced her.

Aurelia was reminded just how dangerous the woman could be, and averted her gaze. “Always weird seeing a life anchor heal,” she changed the topic. “Reminds me of certain monsters.”

Maribelle smiled. “Think it’ll bleed out?” She turned to the corrupted that was now struggling to get up on wobbling legs.

The stream of pirates had thinned out, and Emlyn and Zuri were busy fighting what they all assumed was the pirate captain.

Aurelia paused, snapping her head to the side as she followed her instincts, which were screaming that another danger was approaching.
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Emlyn rushed out to fight the ax-wielding pirate. The man was big enough to rival Brusset, though he didn’t have the rugged look that the Northmen favored. Instead, he was tanned from months in the sun. His head was shaved clean and wrapped with a cloth to keep it from burning in the heat.

He swung his ax to meet her, and Emlyn stopped short, putting magic into her legs and stepping back while raising her sword parallel to the ground. That same step landed just as his blade passed an inch from her, and she launched herself forward.

Her back and hips ached from switching directions twice in rapid fire, but her life mage husband had made sure that she had enough power to heal the move. She giggled a little at thinking of Ard as her husband; it still excited her.

Her bluesteel blade thundered with power as it punched through the gap in his swing and into the pirate’s chest. This was how a lightning anchor fought, with a decisive victory. Emlyn grinned as Zuri fired an unnecessary arrow.

She’d already finished the battle.

Lightning poured out from where her blade had sunk through the pirate’s chest, and Emlyn dodged back, light on her feet and ready to watch the pirate fall over.

Any second, he should fall.

Yet the large man only grimaced as glowing green veins glowed from the ax and continued where it met his hands. As she watched, the wound sealed itself up.

“That’s not even fair,” Emlyn grumbled. “You fight like Maribelle, don’t you?”

“I’d say this Maribelle fights like me,” he grumbled, his voice sounding only like he had a scratchy throat for having his chest pierced.

The green glowing veins receded, and his grimace turned into a grin, telling Emlyn all she needed to know.

He swept forward in a burst of speed that put him on the level with some anchors, but he was still slower than her. And he was not at all skilled at masking his movements. She could read his intentions clearly.

Her blade caught his in a parry, and she twisted her hips to add her force to his swing. Sure enough, he overextended as a result, and Emlyn stepped in, a skinning dagger of hers coming out and aiming for his neck.

He shrugged to protect it quickly enough, and her knife skipped along his collar bone, shaving the skin away and leaving a small gash on the front of his throat, not enough for a life anchor.

She was now treating him like a life anchor given his ability.

Emlyn spun away, her sword dragging behind her as she stuck the skinning knife back in her belt and grabbed her sword with two hands once again. “Not bad. Not bad. I bet you take a bunch of pirates by surprise. But you see that crazy chick over there riding a flaming horse while stabbing it with abandon?”

The pirate actually glanced over and his eyes widened. It was a sight—Maribelle looked burned half to death but didn’t seem to care as her daggers kept falling down on the hapless corrupted.

It was the kind of scene that would give people nightmares.

“I know. She’s batshit insane. Fights just like you, though. As long as you don’t cut her neck off, she’ll shrug anything off.” Emlyn grinned. “Yeah. Now you get it. I fight people like you and you don’t get to catch me with a gimmick.” She shot a glance at Zuri who was ready and waiting for the signal.

The pirate kept his ax closer in short swings, now realizing that he was at a disadvantage not only in speed, but skill as well.

Emlyn could feel his panic. He relied on his healing too much and caught his opponents off guard in order to win, or perhaps he goaded them into a straight up fight where he overpowered them with that impossibly sharp ax.

Either way, he was completely on the defensive now against Emlyn.

She traded several blows before backing out and watching him extend for a strike. She smirked. Zuri’s arrow pierced right through the soft neck of the pirate, the arrow of light vaporizing a chunk the size of her fist.

Yet his swing didn’t falter, and he spun with his ax out wide, catching Emlyn off guard.

She braced her sword against her forearm and caught the ax with the flat of her blade. Her face contorted as she felt the power behind the blow rattle her arm.

He finished the swing and tossed her to the side.

Emlyn winced as her grip felt weak. It felt like she had cracked a bone in her forearm. “Fuck.”

Green veins branched through the pirate’s body and repaired his throat.

Emlyn frowned. “You don’t understand how this works. When your throat gets removed, you lose. Game over.” She ran her pained hand through her hair in frustration that only built with the pain from the gesture. “Really now. That’s just stupid.”

“I guess I’m playing a different game. A whole different league, you might say.” The pirate rushed her.

Emlyn stayed on the back foot, using her sword to deflect rather than dare take another blow head on. She wasn’t sure her bluesteel sword would be up for the challenge, and that was saying something.

“That made no sense. Please. I already have someone spouting nonsense all the time. And you are far too cocky to say something like that.” She went on the offensive, and her sword crackled as she severed his arm at the wrist. “Heal that.”

Another arrow pierced through his stomach a moment later.

Green veins raced around his body, attempting to repair as Emlyn continued with the hits. She didn’t let up, knowing she was fighting an uphill battle with his healing abilities.

But the fight was easier. With only one hand, the pirate was having trouble countering any of her attacks. The ax was just too large of a weapon for one hand.

She rushed in, going for the other wrist.

He twisted the ax, poorly trying to use the shaft to block her sword. Sparks flew from the spine-like shaft. The vertebrae caught her sword and stopped it an inch short from its target.

Keeping her eye on the prize, Emlyn drew her dagger again and stabbed the center of the pirate’s wrist. He held on for dear life as green veins tried to heal him and push the dagger out.

While he fought, two more arrows pierced his side and he stumbled back, blood running out of his mouth as he fell to his knees.

Emlyn smiled as the wind changed ever so slightly. Emlyn tried to dance away, but she wasn’t fast enough as an alligator snapped forward. It was almost on her before she even noticed it. The bastard was quick.

In a short burst, it went for her leg, snapping its giant jaws around her ankle and twisting into a roll.

Her throat hitched as the heavier monster broke her ankle and threw her down on the ground. She tried to protect her head, only for her already fractured arm to take the weight of her fall. She was nearly blinded with pain as she slammed into the unyielding ground.

“I’ll take that,” a voice growled as they knelt… somewhere. Emlyn wasn’t sure which way was up at the moment.
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I watched as Aurelia rejoined the fight against the corrupted. It was going well; she had just struck a debilitating blow, and Emlyn was finishing the pirate captain.

The remaining pirates had either turned tail or were lying dead on the ground.

I was looking for a way to rejoin the fight, trying to figure out how I could be most helpful as Emlyn cut the pirate captain’s arm off. He had some sort of super healing ability, but it seemed like Emlyn had the situation handled.

I looked around, trying to decide my next move as suddenly the corrupted spooked and bolted at full speed as several crocodiles pulled themselves from the ground.

One nearly caught Aurelia as she slashed its maw and danced back with Maribelle. Emlyn wasn’t so lucky. I watched in anger as a crocodile pulled her down like a dog with a rag doll and she was laying on the ground moaning.

A man with a crocodile’s head picked up the previous pirate captain’s ax, swinging it with a smile. “I’ll take that.”

Clearly, the weapon was powerful and held some sort of importance for the crocodile man to want it.

My hands itched to help Emlyn, but I had limited options at the moment. The big crocodile had her pinned, and I wouldn’t be able to move fast enough to save her before I could help her.

“Ard.” Sienna’s voice was tight.

“Yeah. Izzy, you’re a pirate. Talk him down. He may have leverage at the moment, but if he kills Emlyn, I’m going to bring this whole mountain down on his ass.” I glanced at the pirate.

“Ho!” Izzy shouted, cupping her hands together. “How about you walk away with your new shiny ax and you leave us be?” She pointed at Emlyn for emphasis.

“Ah. Izzy Stormheart, I do believe.” He shook the ax at her. “That isn’t your captain, though.”

“Nope. Got a new one. These mountains have been dangerous this year.”

“Yes, they have.” His voice was remarkably smooth for coming out of a giant crocodile mouth. He looked me up and down. “A mage.”

“You know how things go. Sometimes you gotta move up in the world. I don’t think she tastes very good.” Izzy continued to gesture at Emlyn.

The crocodile man made a low clicking, and the crocodile holding Emlyn dragged her backwards. She grimaced as her wounded body was moved.

“That’s not a good idea,” I spoke loudly enough for him to hear me, and glared at him. Magic was at my fingertips, ready to bury him so deep that he’d never be found.

There must have been something in my gaze because he stopped and made another noise. The crocodile let go of Emlyn and moved back slowly.

“Just came for this.” He held up the ax. “If you make a move to take it from me, I’ll kill her. But if you let me walk, then we’re square. You caused me to lose the horse, but that’s fine. I can get it on my own.”

“You’re going to find a corpse,” Aurelia growled, looking ready to launch past the several beasts that had caused her to pause.

“That’s my problem. Not yours. It’s probably long gone. That thing can run.” He let out a raspy chuckle. “So, you’ll let me walk?”

“Sure,” Izzy said.

“No, I want his word.” The crocodile man gave me a toothy grin, but it was possible it was just because of the way his face was shaped. It all came across toothy with a maw like a crocodile. “What do you say?”

“Sorry,” I joked. “I got lost in your smile. That’s a lot of teeth. Probably comes with its own fair share of problems. How do you even take care of those things?”

His brow ridge rose.

Sienna nudged me.

“Ah. Yes. You can go. Preferably quickly so that I can tend to her.” I pointed at Emlyn, taking a step forward. I was beyond eager to get to her side and patch her up.

The man took several more steps backwards and his beasts retreated before he was far enough away that he turned and started jogging back to their camp.

Zuri met me at Emlyn. “He has a force just around the hill.”

“Make sure they are backing off with him.” I didn’t have time for any distractions. I slid down onto my knees next to Emlyn, my hands already coming out to touch her as gold light rippled off my arms and her leg twisted with a snap.

I froze, not realizing how bad her injuries were until I was in the process of healing her. I used my magic to straighten her legs. It would be a damned shame if she couldn’t show them off in pretty dresses in the future.

My entire focus was on healing Emlyn perfectly. Luckily, I knew every inch of her body. I was going to make it right. Down to the mole on her thigh, she’d be one hundred damned percent right.

Tears made me blink my eyes, something must have gotten in them. I couldn’t let anything get in my way.

“She’ll be fine.” Maribelle put a hand on my shoulder.

“We should have killed him,” Izzy said. “He’s going to be a problem.”

“Shut it,” I snapped. “I gave my word—that means something. Besides, we have a greater problem right now. No more talking. I need to focus.”

They went silent as I put all my energy into my work, healing every inch of Emlyn’s body.


Chapter 31


Happiness raced through me as Emlyn groaned underneath my touch. She was going to be okay. I didn’t need to do any soul stuffing, which was probably for the best. Emlyn was always a little touchy about my beautiful shadow horse.

I mean, she might not be as grand as Cyam, but I’d make her into something cool. Right, focus.

“It’s all right. I’ve got you.” I continued to heal every inch of her to ensure that there wasn’t a single blemish on her. The last thing I needed was Emlyn complaining that I left a scar. I’d never hear the end of it.

“The ax.” Emlyn’s eyes squinted open.

“Yeah. Yeah. You kicked his butt,” I tried to keep her calm.

“No. Where’s the ax?” Emlyn looked around.

“Gone. Crocodile-head took it,” Aurelia answered for her.

“What?” She tried to sit up, and I held her down.

“Patients shouldn’t move so much,” I huffed. Gold magic still radiated off of me as I healed her. “You almost joined Cyam in my shadow, so stay still.” I bit back some tears, frowning as I kept them right where I wanted them in my eyes and kept healing Emlyn.

Emlyn got real still beneath me. “You wouldn’t.” She narrowed her eyes.

“Put you in my shadow? Oh yes, I would. You’re stuck with me. If your body ever expires, I’m finding a little lizard and stuffing you in it so that I can run around with a string tied to your back. Better be careful. Chickens are terrifying,” I joked.

“Oh. I see.” Sienna seemed to realize something next to me that had nothing to do with the current situation.

“The ax, Ard. The pirate wasn’t anything special. The ax had the power.” Emlyn looked at her hands, turning them over before shifting just enough to see her boots as she wiggled her ankles. “Everything still works. That’s a plus.”

“Of course it does. I’m a fantastic fucking healer,” I warned her. “Lay back down. I’m not done yet.”

“She seems pretty healed,” Izzy commented.

“Just let him keep healing her.” Zuri patted her shoulder.

Izzy huffed. “Captain Raz is going to be long gone soon.”

“He had his whole crew over the hill,” Zuri said.

“Which only means that he met with these guys in bad faith,” Izzy pointed out. “And then you had to go and make a deal with him.”

“So?” I glared at her.

“So? He’s a backstabbing, bloodthirsty pirate captain. I’m surprised he doesn’t just get his men and try to rush us now.”

“He got what he wanted.” Aurelia looked over what was left of the pirate camp. “He wanted the ax, or to kill these guys.”

“Or both,” Selina added. “Both is always an option.”

“Or both,” Aurelia agreed. “Either way, he got what he wanted and he’s gone now. It doesn’t matter. Ard knew the deal he made. He wanted Emlyn to live. We’ve got that, and even if the pirate comes back now, we can get away. All of us alive.”

“What Aurelia said. So what if he got a special shiny ax? I got Emlyn alive and well. I’d say I won out in that trade.” I puffed myself up. “Besides, you got the corrupted, right? Is it safe to track it down and make sure the job is done?” I asked Aurelia and Zuri.

The two of them seemed to be the more capable for that particular task.

“I can do it.” Emlyn clearly wanted to make up for her ‘failure’. I’d have to tie her to a bed to keep her still.

“Denied,” I replied flatly. “Please try again at a later time. Preferably one where you didn’t almost die on me.”

She glared at me.

“What? You think after watching you get hurt like that I’m going to let you go run off?” I shook my head in disbelief.

“You’re going to let them run off. Are they worth less than me?” she countered.

“I don’t have to make sense.” I held up my hands. “Ask anyone here. Logic is not my strong suit. You just got injured, thus you get treated like glass. They were not injured, thus they are capable anchors.”

Aurelia winced, and my brain replayed what I’d said right before Emlyn shoved me off of her.

Maribelle caught me to stop me from hitting the ground, and it was around that point that I realized the error in what I’d said and tried to backpedal. “Not that you aren’t a capable anchor.”

Emlyn did not like losing. Not one bit. Her losing the ax and then me saying that she had lost was the kind of thing that would have her not talking to me for weeks.

She stood, dusting herself off. “Alright. Aurelia, we are going to find that corrupted.”

Aurelia turned to me, hesitating.

“Don’t look at him. Look at me. He’s an idiot who puts his foot in his mouth to chew on the leather when he’s thirsty. Let’s go.” Emlyn whirled on her foot, and I held back the desire to point out that she was only on her feet because of me. But really, where was the thank you for being her hero?

Aurelia held her hands up and stepped back. “Not going to get caught between you two. You are both stubborn enough that I’m guaranteed to lose.”

“Oh look. She has some sense,” Sienna laughed and leaned down to where a kneeling Maribelle still held me. “Dear, let Emlyn ‘make up’ for the mistake that she didn’t really commit. That’s going to be the best way through this. You want to confirm the corrupted’s death, and she wants a win.”

I narrowed my eyes on Sienna. She was making sense, and I didn’t like it.

“Now. Come on. We need to get you out of here to keep you safe.” Maribelle pulled me to my feet. “Emlyn, Aurelia, and Zuri will track the corrupted.”

“I like this plan. Especially the part where we put more space between us and the other pirate crew,” Izzy moved, immediately starting up the hill.

“What happened to the fearless first mate?” I huffed and got my weight back on my feet. While not telling Emlyn to go, I was going to let it happen.

“She likes to survive. The fighting is done. I’m still alive. It’s time to go,” Izzy huffed as she climbed.

“What about the loot?” I glanced towards the ruined camp. It was bound to have plenty of items worth scavenging. At the very least, it would have drink and food.

“We’ll come back for it once we know it is safe,” Maribelle promised me and urged me up the hill.

I gave Emlyn a hard look. “Come back safely. That means avoiding anything too dangerous. Promise me.”

“I promise,” Emlyn sighed. “Thanks for coming to your senses.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank Sienna and Maribelle. I could out stubborn you alone, but three of you? Even I know when to retreat.”

Emlyn’s lips turned up into a smile. “Got it. We’re heading out.” She turned back to Aurelia and Zuri, nodding to them before all three of them shot away.

“Oh wait.” I brushed off Maribelle’s hands and ran over to the downed pirate before fishing out my necklace. The ax might have held the power, but there was a chance the necklace could still work.

I dipped the pendant in his open wounds, but nothing happened. With a sigh, I wiped it off on his shirt and tucked it away.

“Done?” Sienna asked.

“Yeah. Just offering the blood of my enemies to the goddess,” I told her casually.

“Because that makes perfect sense…” Sienna said.

“Right. I guess this is where I let you in on a little secret.” I pinched my fingers as I walked back to her. “There might be a goddess in a statue that I let loose.”

“Ard…” Sienna rubbed her temples.

Izzy whistled and shook her head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it is that gods are crazy. They just don’t operate on the same principles as those of us with finite lives.”

“Well, I sort of stumbled into this one. I found a statue and it started speaking to me,” I explained.

“So you did what it said?” Sienna stared at me dumbfoundedly.

“She was pretty nice,” I answered defensively. “That, and she promised to help me heal my mother.”

Sienna’s expression softened by several magnitudes. “Ah. Now that makes more sense.”

“Yes, it does. I’ll bet she’s pretty.” Izzy grinned.

I rolled my eyes. “What do you think? That I’m some sucker for pretty ladies?”

Izzy pointed around at the group that I’d gathered. “You certainly like them quite a bit.”

I gestured at Maribelle. “Can you blame me?”

Maribelle grinned at me using her as an example and put her hand on her chest. “No, I cannot.”

Izzy huffed. “Men.”

“If it makes you feel any better, you aren’t half bad yourself,” Maribelle added.

“Half bad,” Izzy snorted and glanced at Maribelle’s chest. “More like a freaking quarter. We can’t all be equipped to float a galleon on our own.”

“Don’t stare too long,” Sienna grumbled. “Those are for Ard only.”

“Not interested,” Izzy said a touch too quickly. “Besides, she’s dangerous.”

“She’s harmless.” I waved the comment aside.

“Tell that to the bag of heads,” Izzy muttered under her breath.

I felt the need to defend Maribelle. “It was one time.”

“Yeah. I’m with Izzy on this one,” Selina said. “Some things only take once before they stick. Like bringing home a bag of severed heads.”

Maribelle didn’t seem to mind what they were saying, but she was studying my reaction. I knew that I needed to reassure her that her gift was properly received.

I hooked my arm in hers. “Well, I appreciated her gift. It was a show of loyalty. She used to work for the same people as those heads belonged to.”

“That doesn’t make it better. You do realize that, right?” Izzy looked around for more people to agree with her.

“It’s fine.” Sienna shrugged. “I think she’s safe. Not in a defanged kind of safe, but in a ‘I’m within the circle that she cares about enough that I get to live’ kind of safe.”

Izzy stopped at the entrance to the caverns. “Am I in said circle?”

“Eh.” I waffled my hand.

“That’s not an answer. Am I? Or am I going to be looking up from the inside of a burlap sack one of these days?”

Maribelle looked over her shoulder at Izzy. “Depends if you harm Sir at all. If you don’t, then you’ll keep that pretty little head of yours.”

“Aww. You think my head is pretty.” Izzy took the comment in stride, clearly used to death threats from her time with the pirates.

“You are oddly comfortable with crazy,” Selina commented.

“Of course I am. Have you been on a pirate ship before? Lots of men who lost their hygiene, along with a few marbles.” Izzy shrugged.

“You are surrounded by water. How does no one bathe?” I asked.

“If you count seawater splashing on deck, then yes. If not, then no, they do not. I don’t think you realize how hard it is to keep water fresh on a boat. You have to mix it with rum for it to stay good for more than a few days,” she explained as we started through the caves.

Maribelle took the lead. “A mage could just make barrels of ice that melt for water.”

“Yeah. But Zenovian mages aren’t common outside of this little corner of the world.”

“There have to be some god-blessed people with water or ice,” I said.

“Sure there are. How many of them are you seeing, though? Just the captain. Maybe a first mate of a much larger crew. Besides, they haven’t been around a long time.”

“How long?” I asked.

“Twenty or so years ago, or so the stories go,” she replied.

“Why now?” I perked up at the new information.

“Do I look like I’m a priest?” She raised her arms in helplessness. “I have no clue. You’re the one talking to a goddess on the regular.”

“I get the feeling that she doesn’t get along with the other gods,” I admitted. “So, no clue. It is interesting, though.”

Izzy nodded. “Having power is always interesting. Doesn’t mean you can trust the crazy gods. We mere mortals can never understand their perspective.”

“She helped me heal my mother,” I countered.

“And gave you that pendant to suck power out of other god-blessed.” Izzy pointed accusingly at my neck.

Maribelle saved me by changing the topic. “There aren’t many pirates, but what about the rest of the world at large? I could only imagine that if our kingdom practiced such things, the entire noble class would be blessed.”

“Yeah. That’s why you only raid little villages and play nice at big ports,” Izzy explained. “Or you steal in the big ports and get the fuck out of there. This one time, a couple guys in the crew got it in their heads to mess with the noble ladies. The one they tried to grab the skirt off of whirled around and hit them with a fucking lightning bolt. Just right in the face. Well, he didn’t have a face any longer, but you get the point.”

I winced imagining the same thing happening in the Capital. “People here wouldn’t be that stupid.”

“Yeah, well not everywhere do nobles have actual power beyond their money and perhaps better schooling. And that last part is debatable.”

“I agree. Math is stupid.”

“No, math is good.” Izzy blinked. “How else will you count your gold?”

Sienna patted my shoulder. “It’s okay.”

“Math is evil.” I stuck to my guns. “But what part of school do you think has no value?”

“Etiquette, history. Those things have no value.”

“Those who haven’t learned history are doomed to repeat it,” Maribelle intoned, still holding my arm in hers.

“Yeah, well maybe I want to be a pirate king like some of those guys,” Izzy argued.

I imagined that most of those pirate kings likely died horrific deaths when all their actions caught up to them. Yet I held my tongue and let her dream.

“Think you could make up some baths for us when we get back?” Sienna leaned against me playfully and batted her lashes.

“That was already a given,” I teased back. “You ladies can go first. I’ll wait for Emlyn and the others to get back.”

Relaxing while they were out tracking the corrupted wouldn’t sit right with me. I knew myself well enough that I’d want to be sitting and waiting for their return. It shouldn’t be long with how injured the corrupted had been.

“Fox mage and a serpent mage in one,” Sienna sighed dreamily. “Life with you has perks.”

“Oh, you’d be fine if I were a two-sphere?” I kissed her cheek.

“Yep. One would even be fine. As long as you were you.” To my surprise, her tone was entirely truthful, and she kissed me back on the cheek.

A part of me had always wondered if my four spheres were a big reason for her attraction, and in that moment of question and her kissing me, I subconsciously reached out and confirmed it quickly by touching her soul before a wave of guilt crashed over me.

“What is it?” she asked, noticing my change in expression.

“No— fuck. I just accidentally checked your soul.” I pinched my eyes closed, waiting for the backlash.

There wasn’t even a decent reason to lie. We were trying to start something, and she was already concerned about how one-sided my ability could be if used improperly. Lying would just make it worse, or so history with Emlyn had always taught me.

And now I had used it in a way that would upset her. I know I’d feel a little violated if someone I was in a relationship with just checked my soul to confirm I wasn’t lying.

Sienna’s brows were furrowed as she took in my statement.

We walked in silence for a moment longer. As the silence built, I got more and more uncomfortable.

“Sienna?” I tried to break the awkward silence.

“Give me a little time,” she said.

Izzy took in a sharp intake of breath.

“Not now,” I growled at the pirate.

She held her hands up. “My bad.”

“Ah, there’s the fort.” Sienna picked up the pace, and I let her get ahead of me.

“I’ll have the bath ready shortly.” I gave a strained smile, knowing I’d have to give her some space and wait for her to be ready to forgive me.


Chapter 32


Isat on a new stone chair by the cave door, both giving myself time to think and so that I would know as soon as my anchors returned.

The mistake of searching Sienna’s soul replayed in my mind over and over. I’d gotten so used to checking on my anchors when I gave them magic that it was a simple thought away.

Yet I completely understood her reluctance. Previously, she’d disliked the one-sided nature of the ability. And then I used it to check that she wasn’t lying. That only made it worse.

I let out a heavy sigh and knocked my head against the back of the chair, wanting to punish myself.

“Oh look. He’s moping.” Emlyn walked up to the cave entrance.

“Think he already knows?” Zuri asked.

“He’s not all-knowing.” Emlyn rolled her eyes. “He only thinks he is.”

“You’re back.” I bounced to my feet and collected all three anchors in a big hug, squeezing them until I felt better.

There was something magical in a long hug. Holding a hug more than a typical brief few seconds was truly relaxing. Not that I’d ever tell Emlyn that I used them to cheer myself up.

“Yep. Now what’s wrong?” Emlyn asked.

“You tell me. What is it that I might already know?” I raised my eyebrow at the three of them.

“Well… we didn’t get the corrupted.” Emlyn ground the toe of her boot into the floor. “But we came back safely.”

I kissed her cheek. “That’s all that matters. Lost it?”

“It moved over a rocky area, and I lost the tracks.” Aurelia put the blame on herself. “Also, the pirates were starting to comb the area. We had to pull out or come into conflict with them.”

That was a shame.

“Now you.” Emlyn poked me.

There was no reason to beat around the bush. “I read Sienna’s soul.” A sigh escaped me.

“That bad?” Emlyn asked and pulled out her sword. “We can just make it quick and bury her in the mountains.”

Aurelia and Zuri pulled out their weapons as well.

“What?! No. Put those away. She’s sensitive about the soul reading. And then when we were talking, she said something that I wasn’t sure I could believe right before she kissed me and I gave her magic. I peeked before I even really knew what I was doing… ugh.” I put my head in my hands. “Now she’s upset.”

“Well if that’s all. I thought she had done something terrible and you found out.” Emlyn sheathed her sword and hooked her arm in mine. “Then how about you make me a bath and we talk it over?” She bounced her eyebrows. “Maybe you could make a big tub that we can both relax in?”

The other two anchors put their weapons away.

It hit me that they had all been ready to bury Sienna.

“I would like that.” Zuri took my other arm. “Maybe all four of us?” She gave Aurelia a raised eyebrow.

The redhead cleared her throat. “We aren’t courting. It would be inappropriate.”

“Your loss.” Emlyn put some extra cheer into her voice.

I knew exactly what she was doing, trying to pull me out of brooding. But I was also happy to take the help. “One hot bath coming up. The others should be done by now.”

Emlyn whistled happily to herself. “Think Maribelle would bring us dinner in the bath? I could eat some berries in the hot water. Maybe a little wine.”

“That pirate wine is hard stuff,” Zuri added.

“I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to be diluted.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Emlyn chuckled. “We’ll swing by the other pirate camp tomorrow and see what’s left. Though, based on what we saw, chances are it’ll be picked clear here shortly.” She let out a breath, disappointment evident on her face.

“Bath time!” Zuri had joined her in trying to cheer me up and threw open the door.

Selina yelped and covered herself with a towel. It looked like she’d just gotten out of the bath and was drying off. Her long, toned legs dripped water down on the floor as she barely managed to cover her chest and hips with a single towel. “Do you mind?”

I glanced up to find her blue eyes fiercely staring back at me.

“We are all living together. No big deal.” I moved into the room and put my back to her as I worked on draining two of the tubs and making one larger one.

“I mind,” she declared.

“You aren’t courting. It is inappropriate,” Aurelia added.

Emlyn let out a little chuckle. “Is that why you are stripping in the open?” she teased the other anchor.

“Efficiency. He’s not looking and he’s making my bath. You will look away for me to get in?” Aurelia posed the question to me.

“Yep.” I nodded, with Selina’s body still burned into my mind.

“Besides. You might treat your anchors like they are a given. But me and my mage are now undecided,” Selina added.

I saw the flash of expression change on Emlyn’s face before it smoothed over into an eerie calm.

“Is that so?” Emlyn put down her jacket, just wearing her leather pants and her bra. “See. Ard here told me he messed up.”

She walked behind me, and I debated turning, but in the end, kept my gaze away from Selina.

“Here’s the thing. Ard is Ard. That means he’s going to put his foot in his mouth. And let me be clear. I’m not talking like nibbling on his toes. I mean full foot in mouth until you can’t tell where he starts and where he ends. It’s sad, but it is terminal.”

“Gee thanks.” I made a stool of stone to use to take my boots off.

“Hush. I’m on your side,” she told me and went back to Selina. “So, he’s going to do it. Either because he’s not thinking or because he’s trying not to think by running his mouth. I’m going to guess that Sienna said something that might have made him slightly insecure. So he reached out for affirmation. Obviously, he’s not going to tell you or Sienna that because he wants to be a big bad noble mage who can at least pretend that he has his shit together. Ard hides a lot of things with his humor, and I won’t have you dredging them up.”

There was a smack of flesh on stone.

I didn’t have to look to know that Emlyn had backed Selina against the wall.

“H—” Selina started to talk.

“Shut up,” Emlyn snapped, interrupting her. “You don’t get to be upset at Ard for being Ard. You certainly don’t get to hang ‘you are now undecided’ over his head. There was no malice in what he did. It was a single mistake. This isn’t some noble courting of trying to weasel favors out of each other. You are either in or you are out. Ard is not going to change. So make your decision and stick to that decision. I won’t tolerate anyone leading Ard on.”

“Emlyn,” I spoke, my tone firm.

“Just getting my point across.” Emlyn’s tone eased. “If someone hurts you, I’ll sic Maribelle on them. You won’t have to worry about a thing. Everything’s gonna be all right.”

“Sienna is rightfully upset. She’ll sleep on it, and we’ll talk tomorrow. I do not need you threatening either of them.” I finished getting my boots off and made the blocks of ice to heat with fire. “Now get out, Selina, so that I can get in a nice bath and wash off today.”

Zuri was fighting down a smile.

The door closed, and I turned around to find three lovely ladies waiting for their baths. “Emlyn, if you must do that, do it when I’m not around,” I huffed. “Insecure? Me? Never. I’m the damn four-sphere mage.”

“Of course,” Emlyn forced a laugh. “Mage Arden Aldis is the perfect four-sphere mage, heralding a new era of power and ferocity for the Avente Kingdom. Even the Royal Family will bow and kiss his feet.”

“That’s enough. Say that too loudly and some assassin will show up tomorrow.” I rolled my eyes. My magic was melting the ice quickly; our bath was almost ready.

“They are probably on their way already. Maribelle isn’t exactly subtle,” Zuri said.

“She murdered them in the streets and cut off their heads,” I deadpanned. “What part of that even makes you think there was subtlety involved? No, I’m sure Carmilla or Mage Brighthaven are looking for me. The question is if they can find us up here, and if they can find us before we know they are here.”

“Do we need to do anything about it?” Aurelia asked, finishing getting her leather pants off and kept her underclothes on. I guess that was as far as she was going to go so that things remained proper.

Though, I was certainly getting an eyeful.

“Just keep an anchor close, Ard.” Emlyn poked at the water in the large tub to see if it was getting warm. She wiggled her naked butt at me as she did it.

“Trying to spot an assassin is probably harder than just being sure that our defenses are sound,” Zuri agreed. “Ard, you need to let us protect you.”

“Yeah, yeah. You guys go through the doors first and Maribelle even tastes my food.”

“Well, if Sienna does something stupid, you need to not react too harshly.” Emlyn leveled a stare at me.

I held my hands up. “Promise. I’m better than that now. Besides, she’ll come around. I think it was just jarring to realize that I could so easily peek under her skirt, so to speak.”

“You would phrase it like that.” Emlyn swished the water with a satisfied smile. “It’s getting nice and warm. Just a little more.”

“Fire does that, Emlyn,” I deadpanned.

“Shut up and get in the tub with me.” She batted her lashes at me. “Let me make up for being overly blunt with Selina.”

I gave a moment to pretend there was a decision to make before rushing the tub and jumping in first, making a giant splash. “Haha too slow.”

I parted the fire away from myself as I got in and leaned back before shrinking it and bringing it around the bottom of the tub to keep the whole thing nice and toasty.

Zuri’s hands ran over my shoulder and caught my chin to turn my lips to hers as Emlyn jumped in and ducked her head so that only her eyes were above the water, and then went completely under.

Aurelia sighed and hopped in the other tub. “I’m going to bathe and then get out of here so that you all can have your privacy.”

I groaned, forgetting her as Emlyn’s lips wrapped around me. “Yeah. Sure, Sure. Whatever. You might want to hurry, though.” I grabbed Emlyn’s hair and moved her to help her make up for earlier.
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Gwen turned to stare at the now frozen man in her office. “Really?” She rolled up to him and lifted his body now encased in ice save for his face. “Mage Brighthaven, Trevis, or Carmilla?”

He tried to spit on her, but she froze the saliva into a spike and shoved it through the back of his throat, making him gurgle blood.

“Never mind.” She froze the rest of him so that he didn’t make a mess.

Hecate seemed to meld out of the shadows in the corner of the room. “Another one for the freezer?” She touched the frozen assassin who was swallowed by the shadows and disappeared.

“Yes.” Gwen sat down. “Spread more rumors that Ard is holed up here.”

She waved her hand, dismissing her. The goddess pretending to be a maid was an enigma. Gwen knew that the woman was doing far more than playing maid, yet she couldn’t catch hide nor hair of her broader plan.

Gwen didn’t understand, but then maybe she didn’t need to try and understand a being that was beyond her. Yet she felt that the woman was becoming more dangerous by the day.

“Miss?” An actual maid knocked on the door that Hecate had left open. “There’s a woman from House Keller here for you.”

“Let her in.” Gwen used the pieces of ice in her wheeled chair to straighten up her posture towards the door. House Keller wasn’t a particularly large or powerful house, but they were a noble house.

“Imagine my surprise when someone told me that my daughter was traveling with THE Gwen Aldis.” A radiant mage stepped in with two anchors in tow.

She looked exactly like a stereotypical noble lady. Long, straight blonde hair cascaded off her shoulders, and she strode in with a blue dress that barely looked touched by the snow that currently covered everything.

One anchor flattened himself to the wall outside the door, the other posted up inside.

Kimberly waved at the one who’d come in with her. “Both of you wait outside. Gwen is an old friend, and if the rumors are true, she’s back.” Her manner relaxed.

“It’s been a while, Kim.” Gwen let a trace of a smile flit across her features.

“That’s an understatement.” She paused. “What’s the easiest way to hug you?”

Gwen let life magic ripple through her muscles to help her stand, and she stepped out of the chair to hug her old friend. “It’s been interesting coming back.”

She let go of her friend and used a hand to pull the chair back against her calves so that she could sit down with a little less grace than normal. For Kim, she’d make the effort to stand. Her muscles still were taking too long to recover, but ten years of disuse couldn’t be rushed.

“Here I figured the chair was so that no one asked you to dance,” Kim chuckled and sat on the desk before snatching up a pear and biting into it with a loud crunch. The noble lady veneer was completely gone now. Instead, it was replaced by the willful woman who had gone through the Enclave with Gwen.

“Harry broke me of that. Dancing with him was fun.” Gwen smiled at the memory. “Daughter… ah. Selina is yours?”

“You couldn’t tell?” Kim gasped and put the pear against her chest.

“Honestly, all of the Kellers look alike to me. You are all so prettied up with life magic that I have no idea what nose or forehead you’d pass on.” Gwen gave her a shit-eating grin. “That’s good, though. Sienna is in good hands. She signed a provisional marriage contract with my son, and Selina is part of the package.”

“Good, good.” Kim nodded along. “That’s not why I’m here, though. You popped back up and didn’t visit me.”

“I had my hands full. My son is apparently several handfuls,” Gwen sighed and rubbed her forehead. There had been four assassins in the first week that he was gone. The ruse that he was trapped in his room wouldn’t hold much longer. “I’m not sure if you heard, but he nearly killed a Trevis and severely embarrassed Maximilian.”

“Oh, no. I heard. Every inn I stopped at on the way here was talking about the four-sphere mage that bucked traditions and made a mockery of the Brighthavens. Also, rumor is he is a complete womanizer.” Kim took another bite of the pear.

“That part might be closer to the truth,” Gwen chuckled. “Four anchors already.” She clicked her tongue. “That brat better give me grandchildren by the end of next winter.”

“Does he have Harry’s free spirit?” Kim asked, a smile spreading on her face as the memories came back to her.

“And my stubbornness. He’s like a wild horse rushing into the wind. If you’re here about him, I’m afraid that I’ve confined him and disallowed visitors for his own good. He needs to work on his magic if he’s to be able to roam as he’d like,” Gwen cut the unspoken question off. Despite being a friend, she didn’t want Kim to know Ard was off.

“Oh. Aldis training. I remember when you bitched about how your father pushed you too much. Oh how the tables have turned.” Kim finished the pear and looked down, frowning at it being gone before turning what remained to ash with a bolt of lightning.

Gwen glowered at her.

“What? A servant will clean it up, and we both know that if I tried to throw it in the bin from here that I’d just make more of a mess.” She dusted off her hands over the rug. “Oh, the training thing.”

“Ard needs it or he’s going to end up getting himself or those anchors of his killed,” Gwen sighed. “I’ve missed you, but why are you here? I won’t ask again.”

Kim grinned. “Then if I dodge this one, does that mean you’ll just have to suffer through dinner with me without bringing up business?”

“Or I’ll just kick you out.” Gwen was reminded how playful Kim was. Yet that was their dynamic. Kim had always been the playful one while Gwen had been the steady foundation.

“Alright. You’ve always been so serious.” Kim held her hand up and checked the doors again before carefully scanning the room. “House Keller wants in.”

“Excuse me?” Gwen’s brows pinched together.

“Look. I know we aren’t a major house. No Elder Mages, but we’ve got twenty-four mages to our name and a decent business in guarding merchants. We could frame it as a partnership between our houses. With the business you are reviving, House Aldis could supply us with plenty of work.”

“Why throw in completely? That’s terrible business,” Gwen deadpanned, not taking advantage of her friend.

Kim winced and waffled her hand. “Business isn’t as good as it once was. With Brighthaven’s grip on the port tightening and being backed by the Royals, everyone’s been pinched tighter every year. House Aldis coming back in the game is a breath of fresh air—it’s competition that we sorely need.. Not to mention, your son is going to clash with the Royals explosively.”

Kim jumped down from the desk. “It doesn’t matter if you like it or not. Lines are being drawn. You are lucky that the war is still raging in the east; otherwise, the Royal Family would have already squashed your son like a caterpillar before he could become a butterfly.”

Gwen leaned back in her chair. “It’s that bad?”

“No. But that is only because the war is going on. I already told you this, Gwenie. Pay attention. You were always the better study. So, wanna hire the best lightning mages in the kingdom to guard your caravans? As a bonus, we’ll stand with House Aldis against the Royals. I know Virel will be in your corner as well. And word has it that the old windbag of a Trevis likes your son.”

“He does.” Gwen didn’t elaborate. “Kim, I’d love nothing more than to accept your help. Yet I don’t know if I’m prepared for the storms ahead. You might be pulling yourself into a true mess.”

“Just say ‘yes’. No need to be proper about it.” Kim held out her hand.

Gwen found herself shaking her friend’s hand. “Good to have you back in my corner.”

“Duh. Now, let’s get some things written up to make this official. My house is already preparing to drop all of their contracts after their current jobs.” Kim bent over the desk and picked up a quill before pulling a few sheaves of paper in front of her.

“That confident I’d say yes?” Gwen asked.

“Sometimes you can’t take half measures. Oh wait, isn’t that what you said before you strode up and asked Harry out right in front of Carmilla?” Kim snickered and started scribbling.

Gwen let a smile bloom on her face. “If I recall, you goaded me into that one.”

“Yeah. Because I have your back. Now, let’s talk numbers. I have no idea how much of Aldis Mercantile business has spun back up.” Kim shot Gwen a smile as she continued to write.


Chapter 33


Iheard Emlyn rouse behind me, her groggy voice breaking the silence. “Huh? Where’s Zuri?”

“She got up an hour ago. Some people don’t sleep all day.” I stared at the spoon in front of me with a frown.

Emlyn appeared behind my shoulder. “Whatcha doing?” She dragged the last word out.

“Magic. Watch.” I concentrated on the spoon.

“I’m watching. Ready. Waiting. What’s happening?” Emlyn was impatient as she leaned on my shoulders, clearly still in the nude.

“Magic isn’t always grand and exciting. But…” I strained harder feeling like my jaw was about to break.

“Nothing is actually happening, is it?” Emlyn grabbed the spoon with two fingers and bent it. “There. Fixed it. Now we can go find breakfast.”

I sighed in exasperation. I was so close. I could feel it. “Fine. You need to get dressed. Then afterwards, I’m going to get back to practicing magic while you go scout out again with Zuri.”

“More scouting?” Emlyn asked, squeezing herself into her leather pants. The anchors said that the tighter they were, the more likely the leather would tear rather than your skin.

I certainly didn’t mind.

“Yes. I think the pirates might make a move after yesterday. So we need confirmation. If you can find any wine at the recently destroyed pirate camp, it is all yours,” I said, trying to add a bit of incentive.

“When you put it that way… sure, I can run off and leave my brooding mage all to his lonesome. I’m sure nothing will go wrong.” Emlyn gave me a knowing look.

“Not brooding.” I refused to look at her.

“No. How’s mastering metal magic in a morning going for you? Because I feel like a certain mage is blaming himself for yesterday and now he’s punishing himself by pushing himself.” She came over, now dressed, and kissed me on the cheek. “I know you, Ard. And I’m watching.” She pointed at her eyes and then at me.

“Fine. Just to prove you wrong, we are going to get breakfast,” I sighed and got up.

Emlyn could barely contain her grin, but she was fighting it by trying to purse her lips.

“Careful, or you might make me try and prove another point.” I frowned at her. She really knew me far too well.

“Smiling? Me? No.” Emlyn spun around. “I’m just hungry. The idea of food just makes me that happy.”

She led me out of the room, checking the hall before strolling towards the kitchen. Her long braid smacked against her leather clad rear.

“Sir.” Maribelle straightened as she spotted me. “I’ll have breakfast ready in a moment. Aurelia and Zuri already headed out. Sienna and Selina went into the caves with Izzy.”

“Ah.” Hearing that everyone was out made me relax.

“Oh, if they are out scouting. Then I can’t go alone.” Emlyn snapped her fingers. “Darn.”

“Going to get an early morning nap in?” I teased her.

“Can’t hurt.” Emlyn shrugged. “It takes a lot of beauty rest to look this good.” She ran her hands along her long braid, flipping it back over her shoulder.

“There is such a thing as too much sleep,” Maribelle advised before pausing a moment. “Actually, please go sleep and leave me alone with Sir for the afternoon. You look like you could use a little more beauty rest.”

Emlyn narrowed her eyes on the maid who had started to prepare a meal. “Did you just call me ugly?”

“I called you less than beautiful. There’s a difference.” Maribelle kept her tone dry and gave Emlyn a glare.

“She got you. Well done, Maribelle, my lovely little maid. We should spend some time together, but I must spend some of the time practicing my magic,” I told her.

Maribelle hummed a happy tune and got back to cooking.

Emlyn walked with me to the table, giving me a strange look.

“I’ll be fine. Maribelle is obsessed with me; it’s not dangerous.”

“Until it is,” Emlyn pointed out.

I shrugged. “It’ll be a fun ride all the way there. I can’t worry about what ifs. Right now, Maribelle is invaluable because I know she’ll always have my back. I just have to keep her from running off with me in my sleep.”

Emlyn slapped her forehead into her palm. “Ard.”

“What? I stuck my dick in crazy, and I’m going to make the best of it.” While Emlyn was shaking her head, I was busy making a manticore claw out of ice. There was no time like the present to work on my magic.

“Just going to sit there and work?” Emlyn rested her cheek on her hand. “You know, Sienna will come around.”

“I know.” I didn’t look up. “She needs time to process. Threatening Selina and her doesn’t help that, though.” I eyed Emlyn.

“It might speed it up a little. Plus, I needed to put my foot down and make it clear that they’d find no purchase here in trying to guilt you.” Emlyn laid her cheeks down on the table as her stomach grumbled. “I’m hungry.”

“You should have eaten something last night before we went to bed. All that healing does require some nutrients from your body.” I tossed the first claw to the ground and an idea came to me.

Switching to pull the fire magic from my body, I tried to condense the flames into a manticore claw.

“Whoa.” Emlyn held up her hands. “Careful with that.”

“It’s fine,” I mumbled as I focused on the flames.

“Yeah? Last time, you said it was itchy as hell to regrow your eyebrows.” Emlyn crossed her arms.

“Oh it was,” I agreed and dismissed the fire carefully after forming the claw.

After the fire, I made a claw out of light, then shadow.

Each element was different. They all flexed and flowed at different rhythms. Ice magic felt like a dice rolling across a table. It was haphazard and sometimes made small jumps that had to be smoothed out. But light magic was like pouring water across the same table. And fire was like splashing a whole bucket across the table while trying to contain it all with your hands so that it didn’t spill off.

Switching between the elements created a different way to focus. Rather than hammering away at ice, I found myself improving quickly.

My mind drifted off at the sudden realization. A manticore claw made of one of these elements would never perfectly imitate a real claw. Instead, I should be focused on trying to best mimic a claw rather than just turn ice into a giant sharp nail.

What I needed to do clicked into place in my mind, and I hunched over, working through cycling my magic and making different shapes.

[image: image-placeholder]

Over the next week, my anchors’ scouting missions had a surprising outcome. The pirates abandoned their camps, disappearing all together.

The corrupted never resurfaced, but the way that Captain Raz had spoken made me think that he wanted the corrupted. That, combined with Maribelle’s observation that it had bolted the second the ax-wielding pirate had fallen, made us guess that the ax could be used to get some control of the corrupted.

Sienna had returned to the fort, yet she still avoided physical contact. I knew that she was worried I would peek into her soul again if given the opportunity, and while I was sad, I understood that I needed to build back up that trust with her.

But her reluctance also made me a little more insecure. Maribelle, while crazy, was perfectly happy with me seeing all that crazy. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something that Sienna was wanting to hide.

I sat in the small practice room that I’d built, breathing steadily with my hands together. Bringing them apart, I snapped a manticore claw made of ice into reality in under two seconds.

It spun between my hands, the crystalline claw glimmered from the light floating against the ceiling. It wasn’t quite an adept spell yet; it wasn’t enough.

“Getting faster.” Aurelia buffed her nails against her chest, watching me.

I glanced over. “That’s kind of the point of practice.” I tossed it to the side along with the other growing pile of manticore claws made out of stone and ice.

“Yeah. Well, you wouldn’t have improved as much if we kept letting Maribelle or Emlyn watch over you.” Aurelia raised an eyebrow.

I gave her a guilty grin. There might have been a few distractions along the way while I was practicing the past few days. “We are just camping up in the mountains now for a while to practice. The pirates have all fled, the corrupted is in the wind, and last I checked, you were struggling to find any monsters big enough to be interesting.”

She clicked her tongue. “True. But then it’s going to get really boring up here.”

“If you say it like that, then something disastrous is going to happen, because the world just likes to throw me off the horse the moment I think I’m seated.” I sighed and stopped practicing magic to stand up. “I’m going to go check on something.” Mostly, I just needed to move my legs that were falling asleep on me.

“Sienna?” Aurelia asked, falling in behind me.

“No. She’s… I don’t know. It messes with my head that she acts completely normal except that we haven’t even held hands since then.” I ran my hands through my hair; it was a complete mess.

“Emlyn wants to bash her face in for it. She worries.” Aurelia shrugged. “Not every woman has to fall all over you, though.”

“That’s the confusing part. She’s still flirty and emotionally there, just not physically,” I grumbled, and on a whim, took a turn into the room with the little shrine for the goddess.

A sudden thought occurred to me. Missy could help with something. Though, she hated it when I called her that instead of Mistress of the Night.

“What are we doing here?” Aurelia asked.

“Just a whim.” I knelt down in front of the statue. Goddess, I have great need of you.

Hmm? Her voice entered my mind, and I felt her presence once again. It seemed like nothing much was happening on that mountain besides some pirates consolidating.

Ah. I could ask about that but that wasn’t why I came. No, that’s not it. Can you come here? I need to ask you something important.

There was almost a palpable eye roll.

I have something I need to talk about and doing it in prayer is just a little weird.

“You are lucky that I take good care of you.” A beautiful woman whose very being seemed to suck the light in appeared. Yet despite the shadow around her, she was pure radiance. Her face wasn’t more than two twinkling stars among the void.

“Get out,” she shooed Aurelia.

“I’m here to keep him safe,” Aurelia countered, standing firm even in front of a goddess.

“If I wanted to harm him, you couldn’t stop a goddess. And if I couldn’t stop him from being hurt, then you’d be useless. You have my word that no harm will come to him. Now begone,” the goddess shooed the anchor again.

Aurelia shot me a weak look and I nodded.

“On your honor. I’ll break every statue of you if something happens. I’ll be just outside.” Aurelia was confused but left.

The goddess waved her hand, and a thin, black barrier sprang up behind the door.

“Oh! Darkness magic can be used to prevent eavesdropping?” My interest in magic was piqued.

The goddess tapped her foot impatiently with her hands on her hips. Really, it wasn’t very goddess-y. “Well, out with it. I’m busy.”

“Are you, though? You always seem to be there when I call.” I was feeling a little contradictory.

Even if she didn’t really have a face to make an expression, the feeling of her body language said enough.

“Right.” I cleared my throat. “So, there’s this woman who I’ve grown close with.”

The goddess held up her hand. “Are you about to ask me for dating advice?”

“Well… yeah.”

She sat down on a cushioned couch that suddenly appeared. “Let me get comfortable. I have a feeling this is going to be a long one.” She rubbed her head, a gesture that made her rather human in the current circumstance.

I bounced onto the couch a respectful distance away. “Not too long. There’s this woman in my party. She’s wonderful, and she chased me across the kingdom. Yet my growing power to touch people’s souls and interact with them, including reading their thoughts, concerns her. I accidentally touched hers to confirm something that she had told me and she grew upset.”

It was easier to talk to her, she was disconnected from this all. A distant observer that might have a more measured opinion. Emlyn’s opinion certainly wasn’t helpful lately.

The goddess clicked her tongue. “No one likes to be doubted.”

“It’s more than that, though.” I fidgeted and finally threw my head back on the couch. “She won’t even touch me now. Like, she’s afraid that I’ll search her mind or something. What is she hiding?” She had to have more than that.

“How should I know? I’m not going to go digging around in her head for you,” the goddess sighed. “People have relationships besides the ones they have with you. Chances are high that her secret has nothing to do with you. Instead, it likely belongs to another that she cares about. People are terrible at keeping secrets. My long life has confirmed this a million times over. Instead, the secrets that people keep are those that protect someone that they care about.

“So, chances are that she has the secret of someone she cares for. It can be difficult to divulge such a secret. The longer you hold onto one like that, the harder it can be to let go. Just because the two of you are close, doesn’t mean you get to ignore her relations to other people.”

Ah. Goddess was truly wise. “Thank you. That’s a good perspective. Then how should I go about fixing the issue?”

She huffed. “Do you want me to solve all of your problems? Brat. Go out there and solve them. You should be thankful that I came here to listen to this.” She shook her head.

I dipped my head dutifully. Her words had already sparked an idea in my head. Well, several of them. “Oh about the pir…ates…”

The goddess vanished right in front of me.

“Missy, you are really terrible at exits.” I prayed that last message out at her.

There was something else in her words that interested me. She mentioned that people kept secrets to protect those they cared about. What did that say about Emlyn and my anchors keeping all of my secrets?

Either way, I hopped off the couch. Somehow it hadn’t vanished when the goddess had vanished. I guess we had a new couch too.

Heading to the entrance, I knocked on the door and poked my head out. “She’s gone. Can you help me move this couch to the front room?” I pointed over my shoulder.

Anchors were great at moving shit. I would love to be able to pick up a whole couch and haul it around like it was just a bread basket.

Aurelia frowned at the furniture. “You prayed for a couch?”

“Yep. Pretty much.” I decided not to go into details.

[image: image-placeholder]


Hecate floated in the air, invisible to everyone and kicking and screamed with a shell around her preventing her voice from carrying.

“That damned brat! Calling me for dating advice! I ought to just level this mountain range.” She gathered all of her power in a fit before she clenched it and absorbed it back. “No. Calm down, Hecate. He’s just that, a baby brat. Today we taught him some empathy and the ability to see another point of view. Yes, that will serve him well so that he doesn’t get murdered by some angry woman.”

She blew out a breath. That boy somehow got under her skin.

Yet she liked him. He reminded her of Zenov all those years ago, the man she’d given power to help his people.

And the boy had also proven useful, both spreading her worship, and his own worship was particularly potent. She could handle a little advice here or there. Yet something about him asking for dating advice had gotten under her skin.

She blinked across the landscape to check on the pirates that she knew he was going to ask about, but she had put off that advice.

The pirates were interesting. One who was clearly blessed by Sobek led them. It appeared that he’d gathered several crews under him by that point.

In his hand, he carried a fake Ax of Astarte. It was certainly not the real thing, but it held a deep power as well. No wonder he was leading them.

Really, she had no idea why people loved those desert-dwelling river lovers anyway. They were borderline monsters with their animalistic heads. That, and they were a particularly bloodthirsty lot.

“Hmm? What are they… oh. That’s going to be troublesome. Martin seems to be desperate to end the war if they’ve smuggled them here.” Hecate waffled her head back and forth before deciding to leave them be for the moment. The brat could use something to sharpen more than this tongue.

Stupid, cheeky brat.


Chapter 34


Iwalked out of the shrine with a target in mind, heading to my room and sitting down at the desk. With a flick of my wrists, the candles were all lit.

“What are you doing?” Aurelia asked. She’d followed behind me and checked the room before I’d entered.

I pulled some parchment out and started to ready my quill and ink. A little flicker of flame swirled in the ink to heat it up. Being a mage was incredible sometimes. “Fixing the situation with Sienna. The goddess gave me perspective.”

“Wait. You called the goddess down for advice on women?!” Aurelia had to brace herself against the wall. “Well that was bold.”

“She was helpful, so it was a good decision. Oh, and she said the pirates are consolidating,” I threw the comment out offhandedly, my mind on the issue with Sienna.

“More on that?” she asked.

“Nope. She poofed before I could get more. Missy can be real flighty sometimes.”

“Or you are abusing your connection to the goddess to talk about women.” Aurelia pulled a chair over to sit down on.

“She showed up.” I shrugged. “Chances are she’ll show up again next time I call. Right now, she’s probably throwing a fit, because she’s a goddess, and I asked something so mundane of her. Yet she’ll be back.” I stirred the ink to get it nice and uniform. A messy contract was just that, messy.

“I wish I had your confidence in everything.” Aurelia shook her head.

I turned partially and raised an eyebrow. “The Manticore of the Virels lacks confidence? The trick is to fake it until you make it.”

She snorted and leaned back so that she could watch the door and me at the same time. “How’s that going for you?”

“Incredible. These people don’t even realize that I’m not a real noble,” I whispered conspiratorially to her.

“How can you be so dense regarding Sienna but so insightful in other areas?” Aurelia asked.

“Because I spent years watching people in a tavern while having my heart crushed and being blind to love. Duh. I’m at least a little self-aware.” I started scribbling on the parchment to get what I needed done.

My marriage contract, well technically my provisional marriage contract with Sienna, needed an amendment.

Missy had been right. I was ignoring Sienna’s other relations. I needed to take a different approach, one that a noble mage would understand.

Aurelia sat quietly to the side, contemplating my words because they were so wise after all, as I scribbled on the parchment. Contract work was boring, but this needed to be done.

Thankfully, with my intent in mind, I was able to hammer out the specifics in short order. I finished the contract, and with a flourish, turned a corner of the desk into the sand and sprayed it over the ink to dry it.

Aurelia gave me a face. "You really use magic quite frivolously."

"Magic is just too damn fun for me to do anything the boring old way." I shrugged and shook the loose sand off. Once it was clean, I was ready to go present my new marriage contract to Sienna.

Carefully cradling the small stack of parchment so as to not rub the just-dried ink too much, I hurried out of my room and searched for the other mage.

I poked my head into the main room, only to find that Zuri had convinced Emlyn to play a game of keeps and mages with her. "Have either of you seen Sienna?"

"She's taking a bath," Emlyn answered distractedly while staring down at the game.

I was very confident that she was losing. Zuri was a master at that game.

I took a second to look over the board. "If you don't push Zuri's right flank in, she's going to crush you in a few moves. Bye." I left them at that and hurried to my next task.

Sure enough, I heard voices from behind the bathroom door and shoved it open, not caring about propriety. I was too excited to show off my new contract.

Sienna and Selina startled in the bath that they had been sharing.

"Ard!" Selina narrowed her eyes on me.

"Yeah. Yeah. I don't have time." Instead I focused on Sienna and presented the stack of parchment to her like a crown jewel. "Tada!"

I made a stone table beside the tub with a flourish as I dropped the amendment to the marriage contract for her to read.

Sienna raised an eyebrow, but didn't make any assumptions. Instead, she carefully tilted her body so that she did not drip on the parchment as she read.

"An adjustment to the marriage contract?" She quickly understood what I had brought her.

I put the first page aside so that she could get into the meat of the new contract. "After some thought, I realized what I needed to do. This clause is not normally something in a marriage contract, but rather something I've seen my mother put in shipping contracts when she doesn't want to give too much information away."

Sienna read through the language, her eyebrows slowly rising with each word. She finished reading through the second page, and I flipped her to the third and last.

"I see." She didn’t say another word as she leaned back into the tub thoughtfully.

I found myself tapping my foot anxiously, waiting to get more of a response. The silence was certainly not the resounding praise I had expected. But I reminded myself that sometimes it would take someone a few minutes to realize how profound my actions truly were. So, I waited patiently.

“Well, what does it say?” Selena grew impatient as Sienna stayed quiet.

“It is a nondisclosure clause in a marriage contract,” Sienna explained. "Basically, Ard here is saying that through the duration of our marriage it is almost guaranteed that he will discover some of my secrets and thus will need to keep said secrets. Otherwise, the penalties are quite severe."

Aurelia, who had been quietly following me, made a sudden noise of understanding. "Oh. That makes sense now.”

“See. She gets it.” I pointed to Aurelia. After all, if the problem was Sienna wanting to protect someone’s secret, this guaranteed that I’d join her in that protection. “Now, the question is why are you less than thrilled?”

“It has implications for me too.” She pointed at the new amendment to the contract.

“Duh. We are equals, even if you are marrying into House Aldis. I’m going to make most of the language include both of us in anything that we do.” That much was obvious.

“So are you going to freely rifle through my soul now?” Sienna asked, letting herself sink and the water rise up to her chin.

“What?!” I was baffled. I’d made a grand gesture and she was questioning me more. “Honestly, if that’s your first reaction to this, then I’m taking it back. This might not work.”

I went over to grab the contract, but her hand shot out of the water to stop me.

“Sorry.” She looked genuinely remorseful. “Just…” She rubbed her face with her other hand. “I’m processing.”

“Yeah. So am I,” I countered. “You needed time, and I gave you time. Yet rather than come back, you’ve continued to distance yourself.” I pulled her hand off of my arm and held it.

“Look, I’m not going to promise that I don’t take another peek. Because, let’s be honest, I don’t know how to control this, and it’s normal for people to have questions about the other. It’s based on my will, but I’m not some hardened mage who has perfect control of themselves. I don’t think I want to be so in control of my emotions because then everything will be so bland. Rather, I choose to accept my flaws and”—I gestured at the contract— “prepare for them and protect others in a different way. The question isn’t if you like the contract, but if you can accept my flaws and how I’ve chosen to deal with them.”

There was a pregnant pause.

“It’s so hard to tell if you are filled with bashful youth, or wise enough to earn a head of gray hair.” Sienna’s eyes twinkled with mirth as she pretended to see if I had any gray.

I paused. She’d switched so quickly to joking after questioning me, and it was making me even more confused. I wondered if the goddess had a moment for another bit of advice, but ultimately, I decided to let her cool off a little longer.

“If my hair goes gray, I’m absolutely using life magic to fix it,” I admitted, joining in on her teasing as I ran my hands through my hair. “It’s one of my best qualities.”

“No. Your best quality is your honesty. I like you because you don’t try to pretend to be perfect. You’ll change over the years, everyone does, but I hope you stay true to your imperfections.” Sienna grabbed a towel and dried her arm off as she held out a hand. “Quill?”

“Shit.” I turned, and Aurelia was already jogging off. “Well, that’s why I have all of you I guess. Perhaps I can make up for my imperfections with enough help.” I winked at her.

“You’ll need a massive harem to cover all of them,” Selina joined in.

Sienna gave her an admonishing glance. “Save the pointed jokes until we are on better terms, but that was a good one. Just poor timing.”

I nodded in agreement. Selina needed to earn a little back before she could make jokes like that.

Aurelia came rushing back in with the ink, her hand on fire as she tried to quickly warm it and handed Sienna the quill.

Sienna swirled the quill in the ink for a moment before scribbling her signature at the bottom of the contract with a flourish. “There. Thank you for the addition. I hope you can forgive me for being distant recently.”

“Nope.” I dried her signature with a little fine sand. “You’ll learn that I’m incredibly stubborn. That means you don’t get to just apologize; you have to also fix it with your actions.”

Sienna reached out of the tub, snagging my arm, and in a splash, pulled me back while pulling herself partially out and kissing me deeply. Her lips were wet and slipped against my own until her hot breath washed over me. Her tongue slipped between my teeth, and she slowly and deliberately made out with me at the edge of the tub.

I held her waist and ignored that I was getting soaked as I returned her intention several fold and savored her lips. The kissing stretched out, the only sound in the room was the wet smack of our lips and the occasional splash as Sienna shifted in the water.

Finally, we parted, and I was breathing heavily, in desperate need of time to breathe.

“Then I’ll just have to be that much more thorough in my penance.” Sienna leaned back in the tub. “Care to join me?”

I gave a long show of thinking about it before I stripped out of my clothes right there. No sense in not making up for lost time.

Sienna reclaimed my lips before I even made it fully into the tub, and we didn’t do much bathing. Instead, it felt like she was truly making up for every moment she’d pulled away in the last week, and then some.
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Martin frowned at the Garrish landscape. Winter was especially hard in their part of the world.

Where their western neighbor had thick vegetation and plenty of water running through it to keep away the harshest moments of winter and Zenovia’s temperature was better controlled by the ocean, Garrish was dry and brutal. A quick shift of the winds could catch travelers off guard, strand them and kill them with cold.

Martin was covered in no less than a foot of fur to ensure his warmth. A thick hide cap on his head made up for his lack of hair as he watched over the mounting army.

Because of the cold, he hadn't made any progress on the warfront. Throwing his troops forward ended up only grinding them against the merciless winter and leaving them weak when they clashed with the Avente forces, which were warm in their fortresses.

Yet attacking when the enemy least expected it could prove beneficial in a multitude of ways.

"My king." His newest project rushed to his side and knelt. The officer who had doubted him when he had released the serpent corrupted had changed greatly over the last month.

Martin had not even inserted his will into this one. Yet the man had become a loyal and faithful servant after his transformation. Martin wondered if this creation was closer to Zenovia's Vel'shae than Avente had ever gotten.

"Rise," Martin demanded.

The officer rose as if being pulled by strings rather than lifting himself up. The man's magic listened to Martin. "Everything is almost finished. The march will begin before noon."

"Perfect." Martin couldn't stop the vicious smile that spread across his face. "I assume there were some that disagreed with the plan?"

"Two were serpent mages, and have been replaced. They will be shipped back to the capital for you as soon as you return." The man kept his eyes trained on the toes of his boots.

Sadly, anything but a serpent mage hadn't been able to survive Martin's experiments. Otherwise, he would've made better uses of the remaining mages. "Have the rest march at the front of our forces. Take note of who they are and make sure that they pay dearly for speaking out against me."

There was no sense in having anyone who went against the grain last long in a military campaign. That would just add inefficiencies. They needed to be removed the same way that a knife needed to be removed from a wound to heal.

“Of course, my king. Your will be done. At this rate, we should hit the fort in two weeks.” The officer bowed deeply.

Martin rubbed his chin. Two weeks was a bit sooner than he had anticipated. They would need to keep their forces hidden as best as they could. The ripples from what should be happening in Port Faylin wouldn’t reach the front lines until then.

Sometimes a kingdom could be too large, so large that it was unable to react swiftly to two events in close succession.

“Then let’s move. Don’t rush them. It’s bitterly cold out, and we want to minimize deaths as much as possible.” He readjusted his plans, running through them once more. Everything was falling into place. So much so that Martin would move with his forces this time.
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Lord Valken stood amongst the swaying deck, him and his charge both wrapped in heavy cloaks while the sailors cast wary glances at the two travelers.

“Uncle.” The smaller form’s voice was delicate as she spoke. “Why couldn’t we take one of our ships?”

“Because we are going where we are not welcome. To take a Zenovian ship, or even one of your house, would be easily recognizable.” Lord Valken peered from beneath his hood. Hair was on his head and his fangs were nowhere to be seen.

The only thing about him that betrayed how dangerous he was were his eyes. Even the sailors kept clear of him. Yet he wanted to stay on deck and breathe the fresh air, not sit in the bilge water of the below decks packed in like the rats among the cargo.

It had been a while since he had traveled without luxuries for long.

“This boy is worth the risk?” she asked.

It wasn’t surprising that she was unaware of Arden Aldis’ true nature. Beyond the current queen and several of the lords of substantial power, no one knew about the four-sphere mage.

And Lord Valken wouldn’t speak of it further among the wandering ears on the ship. “Yes. He is Harry’s child.”

“Harry…” The young woman searched her memory and came up short.

“Fifth branch. The last son.”

“Ah. Fifth branch was a dead branch?” she asked with curiosity and confusion in her tone.

“It bore fruit before it died. The fruit was lost until recently.” Lord Valken stared off into the distance at the snow-covered mountains that covered the entire western side of Avente.

The area was their former homeland before it had been taken. Afterwards, Zenovia had been shoved into the peninsula they now claimed as home, with the marshland acting as a protective barrier. The mountains had always proved challenging in various ways according to the old texts.

“How do we know he is who he says he is?” the girl asked. “Many would claim to be a distant branch of royalty.”

“He doesn’t claim. I don’t think he even knows. Yet Gwen Aldis, the Avente mage that Harry married, is sure of who he is.” Valken turned to the young woman. “You had best curb your royal attitude while on this trip. I brought you because you show great promise in multiple aspects. You will not hamper me in this mission. If need be, I could help train Arden.”

The young woman swallowed loudly. “Yes, Lord Valken. Even the royal family would not stand against one of the Vel’shae. For you hold the will of the former queen.”

Lord Valken checked his surroundings and spoke softer, “You don’t stand against me. I just want to be clear. He is a four-sphere mage. A true mage. The first in a thousand years. No matter how much your family has tried to breed one, they have failed. Harry, along with his spy work, believed that part of what was needed had been left in their former country. It seems he was right. Play your cards right and you could be the next queen. Is that not what your mother has pitted all of you against each other to achieve?” Lord Valken gave her another hard look that softened. “It is a chance because I like you. Our country does not need a hard queen who killed her siblings.”

“Like my mother,” the young woman said quietly and dipped her head.

“She had her reasons.” Lord Valken didn’t love the reasons, but they existed nonetheless. The Vel’shae and the ruling family of Zenovia lived in a delicate balance, especially since there hadn’t been a true mage in many generations.

Only the true mages had really held their own above the Vel’shae.

Lord Valken’s attention was captured as multiple ships appeared on the horizon.

His eyes narrowed, his vision far better than a normal anchor or even a mage. Black sails unfurled one after another as pirates came out. An armada of pirates was closing in behind their merchant ship.

Lord Valken stepped forward faster than the captain could react and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. “Full sail. Wind at our back. We might need to drop the heavier cargo and water barrels. Look.” Lord Valken pointed to the mass of ships that even a human could see. “That’s not something we should let catch up to us. We would be overwhelmed.”

“N-no it is not.” The sailor paled. Even his eyes could see the mass of ships that were rapidly popping up on the horizon.

“Black flags,” Lord Valken clarified. “Speed is of the essence.”

He released the captain and turned to watch the pirate armada warily. As long as he could get to shore, he could ensure the safety of himself and his charge. Yet a mass of pirates as large as he was seeing was never a good thing. Not for him, for Zenovia, and certainly not the young mage living in the port that he guessed was the intended target.

Lord Valken had expected excitement around the mage, but he had not expected it to come so soon.


Chapter 35


Iwiggled my feet into my boots. The last two weeks had proven productive. My magic had improved by leaps and bounds.

“Let me straighten your cape.” Sienna fidgeted with my cape, pulling it tight across my shoulders. “Wouldn’t want you getting cold.” She planted a soft kiss on my cheek that made me grin.

We hadn’t made it into bed together, but she was back to being physical with me, even more so than before our fight.

“Come on, love birds. We don’t have time to wait on you two to finally decide to get into bed,” Emlyn huffed at the door and continued hauling a barrel down the hall.

Sienna made a figure eight on my shoulder before kissing me again. “Is it okay that I haven’t had you breed me yet?” Her breath was hot on my cheek. “Maybe I want to lose all my witchweed and do it for real the first time.” She licked my cheek.

The most inappropriate thought flitted through my head.

I played through the idea for a moment as my brain segued to the fact that my mother would love if those thoughts were reality. She wanted grandchildren, after all.

Any excitement froze over like stepping into one of her spells.

“Ah? Sorry. Was that too much?” Sienna picked up on my shift in mood.

“No… uh…” I hesitated, stared into her eyes and sighed. Given that I had access to her soul and could see answers to my questions, I wanted to continue to hide nothing from her as I had promised. “It’s… damnit. My mother asking me for children popped into my head.”

Sienna let out a soft chuckle and straightened her own clothes. “Yes. That can be a bit of a mood killer. I’m happy that the thoughts of your mother don't excite you.”

“Yes, well it is a little embarrassing for that to come up when I just want to peel that dress off of you and burn your witchweed.” I winked and stood to head out.

“Careful about promising a girl a good time.” Sienna caught up to me and hooked her arm in mine, widening the doorway so that we didn’t have to squeeze.

“We’re about done.” Selina had much less luggage than we had arrived with originally.

After going back to Port Faylin for a short trip, we’d be returning to the fort. My mother said that there’d be someone who might be able to help me with soul magic at Faylin.

I was nervous, shaking slightly at the idea of learning more about my soul magic. In the process, I was wondering what I could learn about my father as well.

I took a few steps outside of the fort when the ground rumbled. I had to grab onto the wall to brace myself as the mountains shook.

“What was that?” I gasped as the earthquake subsided to a low rumble that seemed to be echoing through the mountains. “There are earthquakes here?”

“No.” Aurelia dropped her cargo and gasped. “Ard, we need to leave. NOW!”

I trusted her. The urgency in her voice was enough for me to summon Cyam from my shadow in an instant. A cart sprouted from behind him as I grabbed everyone with tendrils of shadow, jumping on the cart and urging Cyam forward.

The horse sprouted a pair of feathered ears as he tried his hardest to fly, his feet dancing on the thin mountain air and taking flight.

Aurelia found her footing and held onto the side as she shielded her eyes to look further south down the mountain range toward some unknown target. I wasn’t immediately sure why she had looked in that direction. Yet as we rose higher, it was clear there was a large disturbance over there. A white mist was forming.

“That’s snow. What could have sent it all into the air?” Sienna asked.

A deafening roar shook from the peaks and sent the snow cascading off trees, and an avalanche formed a few miles from our fort.

“No,” I breathed, only to see a beast emerge from the snowing powder in the distance. It was even larger than I could have imagined. “We need to do something.”

“Oh, yes we do. We need to get out of these mountains. The Leviathan Mountains are named for their appearance, but also because Leviathans slumber in them. That is a huge wyrm.” Aurelia watched the creature.

I realized why she was looking that way. The village had warned us that there was one nearby. She already knew when the ground had shook what could be causing the disturbance.

“It should settle down, right?” Emlyn asked. “They aren’t known for being that active.”

Her words seemed to spur the monster to life. The black head dipped back down into the snow, the mountains continuing to rumble as it moved in our direction.

“Something pissed it off.” Sienna watched the movements.

“Something’s about to die,” I clarified.

Wyrms are akin to a natural disaster. Everyone knew about the famed wyrms. Their scales were legendarily hard to pierce, and they were titanic in size. And if a mage could handle both of those, they could also breathe fire. I liked to think of them like dragon snakes, which really detailed why it was best to steer clear.

The only people in the kingdom that could damage one were the Elder Mages. In fact, over time, being able to take on a wyrm had been part of what defined an Elder Mage. To become an Elder Mage of the Enclave, a mage needed to have a spell powerful enough to harm a wyrm.

And killing one would still require countless sacrifices for the mage to bring it down.

We all watched in horror as the wyrm rampaged through the mountains, coming out of an avalanche and clinging to the side of the mountain. As it emerged, I got a good look at the monster of legends.

Its head was the size of a merchant’s ship, the body behind it wound back and forth almost like a serpent's, only many times more sturdy. Rather than soft leather and scales, it crushed trees beneath it easily, while spines along its back and sides tore ruts in the mountain where it passed.

The monster was a dark, nearly black color, and completely failed to blend into anything on the mountain, though it didn’t need any camouflage.

“There’s something in front of it.” Zuri had the spy glass out, peering down at the disaster unfolding before us. “Someone,” she clarified.

“Not for long.” I didn’t care if they were an Elder Mage. They were going one-on-one against a wyrm. Maybe if they were a god, they could survive, but a mere mortal? They were dead. “Besides, I can only assume that person is the reason it’s smashing up the mountain range.”

While I was a caring person, there were limits. If someone had awoken the disaster in front of us, which would likely impact all the villages along the mountain range, then they did not get my sympathy.

“Let’s hurry.” I pushed more magic into Cyam and willed the horse forward.

Although, Cyam was clearly properly incentivized. He could sense the danger of a top predator and was fleeing as fast as he could move.
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Captain Raz watched the scene unfold on the damned mountains. “Those bastards actually did it.”

“Think they’ll make it all the way to the port?” his first mate asked and twitched away from the monstrous horse when it huffed.

Two of his crew had lost ears to the horse the last few days. To say that the powerful ax he had picked up and now held could ‘control’ the beast was an overstatement. The weapon was more like keeping a firm hold on the reins.

“Ask the Garrish mages we brought with us.” Raz hooked a thumb over his scaly shoulder.

The thin and pale mages swayed on the boat like little children. Their small army of men that they’d brought with them were now on the mountain antagonizing and drawing a wyrm to the port city of Faylin.

Personally, he thought the move was overkill, yet it was an opportunity that he couldn’t pass up.

He had gotten the help of the Garrish mages and those mage-forged to scout the mountains and either kill or strong arm a number of captains into participating in the second stage of the plan.

His crew had delivered the men to the mountains to kick off the entire plan. A lot of the mage-forged had died in the mountains, but the mages seemed to use them as expendable pawns. Now a group of them were going to die luring the wyrm to the port.

Raz had always wanted to see one of the great Avente mages battle. It would be a fun show to watch from his boat while their port burned.

“Get the cannons ready. We don’t land until that thing has swept through the port.” He held his ax, feeling the power in it soothe his aches.

As he waited, his mind moved back to the young mage he’d seen in the mountains. The poor bastard was probably dead from the aftermath of the wyrm.

“Boat ahead,” one of his pirates called out.

“Break its sails and leave it for later. No one is coming to help them,” Raz growled.

“They’re dropping cargo to speed up,” the pirate reported.

“Leave it.” Raz paused. “On second thought… pick it up. We have time.”

The wyrm was going to take time. And the later they arrived, the more mages that would already be dead.
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Up in the mountain, a mage-forged wrapped head to toe in a white cloak raced through the mountain carrying an egg almost as big as him. His magic ran out just as he reached the next mage-forged. He’d spent all his magic in the short burst.

He had been able to travel faster than the wyrm for that period of time, but as it faded, his ability to move quickly did as well. Falling to the ground, he lay face first in the snow as the next mage-forged grabbed the egg and rushed forward to continue the path.

There was no talking, just the mage-forged completing their mission. The next burnt all of its magic, rushing to the next. They would die once their magic ran out, but their lifeless eyes held no concern.

One after another, they died along the mountain range, leaving the egg to be carried on until it arrived at the edge of a road into the port where a carriage was waiting.

The final mage-forged stuffed the egg into the back as a lady’s face glared out the window.

“Took you long enough,” she snapped at the mage-forged, who’s expression never changed as he stepped back and fell into the snow to rest eternally.

“Go,” she shouted at the driver who hadn’t even looked back, and joined the procession of people coming and going from the bustling trade city.

The driver pulled the carriage to the side, cutting the line.

The carriage was decorated richly in blue and gold, with the Royal Family crest on the side, and was swiftly let into the city without being checked.
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Cyam’s hooves pounded on the air as the wind roared through the windows of the shadowy carriage. I didn’t care about keeping a low profile anymore. I threw everything I had into him while dumping my light magic often.

We had gotten far enough ahead of the wyrm that the rumbling had been left behind us, leaving an oddly serene mountain range that I knew was a pot ready to boil over.

“Young master?!” a maid shrieked as Cyam crashed into the yard of our manor. There were a few shouts inside as people near windows saw me appear suddenly, clearly rushing.

The place became a flurry as Aurelia charged through the front door before anyone could assemble to meet us.

“Where’s my mother?” I asked loudly enough that I half-hoped that she’d hear me and come rolling down the hall.

“Oh. You must be the one.” A radiant woman with blonde hair came out of my mother’s study and walked like she was the focus of a ball.

“Well hello,” I chuckled. “Who might I have the pleasure of meeting here?”

“Mom.” Selina’s words froze the smile on my face. “What are you doing here?”

“Meeting with an old friend. Gwenie and I used to get along quite well.” She did not act like the radiant woman that she presented.

My mother rolled out of the room behind her.

“Gwenie?” I asked.

“Do you want to continue down that path and join the bodies in the freezer, or would you like to tell me why you’ve riled up the whole house?” My mother pursed her lips and made it clear that I was never to use that name for her again if I wanted to live.

Aurelia nearly shouted in her urgency. “Wyrm. A wyrm is going on a rampage in the mountains. Headed this way.”

Both of the older mages raised their eyebrows immediately. But my mother certainly didn’t move to do much about the situation.

“It can happen from time to time. Something large can try to contest one. In the middle of winter, it would be very rare for a wyrm to remain active for long.” My mother waved away the concern.

“It was tearing through the range behind us,” I urged. “It was chasing a person.”

“A fool,” Selina’s mother scoffed. “By now, a dead fool, and the wyrm will be crawling back to its cave and sleep. For how big they are, they don’t actually do much. Rather, they just sleep and occasionally go on hunting binges before curling up to digest their food.”

“It is probably good that you all left your fort in the mountain.” My mother tried to soften her tone. “But that’s all you should worry about. We’ll be fine in Port Faylin. Besides, there is always an Elder Mage stationed here.”

“Oh. Which one?” I perked up. Elder Mages could defend against a wyrm.

“Brighthaven most likely,” Selina’s mother answered.

The name gave me a sour taste in my mouth, but I ignored that for the woman standing before me.

I turned to her and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you. It seems we have multiple connections. I’ve never seen my mother let someone lean on her chair. Hell, the last time I tried to push her, she used death magic to cripple my legs and use it as a teaching lesson on how to heal oneself under pressure.”

The woman’s face shifted to one of horror. “Gwenie!”

“He just made that up,” my mother sighed and aged a decade in an instant. “This is what I meant by several handfuls. Even if he’s nervous, this is too much. I wouldn’t use death magic for an exercise like that.”

“Seems like he’ll help liven you up a little.” The woman shifted her focus back to me. “I’m Kimberly, your mother’s best friend. You can call me Auntie Kim if you’d like.”

I couldn’t stop staring at her. Gods, she was beautiful.

I nodded my head. My mother had said that someone was coming to teach me soul magic, and I had pictured some ancient old man, not the stunning woman standing in front of me. This would make lessons go much smoother.

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m excited to learn magic from you.” I bowed slightly and looked up expectantly.

My response made her turn, staring strangely at my mother, who in turn was looking at me like I’d grown a second head.

I was starting to think that there might be a misunderstanding as the three of us all stared. “You said that we’d have a visitor to help with my… uh… special magic?”

“Emlyn, did he hit his head?” my mother asked around me.

“No, ma’am. I’ve kept him perfectly safe. Any issue is one he was born with, and you’ll have to take it up with his mo—” Emlyn paled. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Oh. He is a bunch of fun.” Kim nudged my mother in the shoulder. Thankfully, that distracted my mother from utterly and completely destroying Emlyn in that moment.

“Ard. No, your teacher is supposed to be discreet. And as far as I know, they have not arrived yet.” My mother’s expression was frosty. She was probably a little upset that I’d just aired that I had special magic, but Kim seemed close to her. I would find out later if I’d gotten away with it or not.

“Right.” I glanced at Kim with a little disappointment before an idea perked me up. “Can you tell me any embarrassing stories about my mom?”

“Can I?!” A grin split her beautiful face. “You bet I can.” Ice covered her mouth, sealing it shut.

“Later. Preferably when I’m not in the room.” My mother pursed her lips. “We’ll need to get prepared for your actual teacher to arrive. I was expecting them yesterday. But this could be good. There are a few things I’d like to talk to you about before then.”

“Lead on.” I waved towards her study and got two steps before a clarion call rang out, echoed by another and another, all down the city walls. “What’s that?”


Chapter 36


My mother scowled as she turned around. "That is the citywide alert for all mages."

“Wyrm?” I asked pointedly.

“Unknown.” She rolled forward, her friend at her heels. “Come with me, all of you. If they sounded the alarm, a runner should be coming to all the major houses.”

“So you wanted to be my little student?” Kim teased me and covered her mouth to laugh.

I blushed. “It was a misunderstanding.” I could feel Selina’s glare on my back.

“You're a cute kid.” She pinched my cheeks.

Emlyn was doing her best to stifle a laugh while Sienna was glancing at the older woman and then down at her own hands.

“Don’t worry.” Emlyn nudged Sienna. “You have plenty of that mature charm.”

I turned to my ladies, ignoring Selina’s mother who had just called me a ‘kid’ without making a face. “Anyone need a topping up on magic?”

All of their hands went up, and I tried not to be embarrassed as I went around kissing four different ladies in front of my mother and Kim.

“So, Sienna. Are you with child yet?” my mother asked as we left the building to wait for the runner.

Maribelle caught me before I fell over.

“No. Unfortunately, I have been well stocked with witchweed.” She dipped her head at my mother who made a strange noise.

“Mother, you wouldn’t have sabotaged her supply would you?” I asked only for Kim to nudge my frosty mother.

“You wouldn’t, would you?” Kim egged her on.

“Of course not. One can hope though,” Gwen sighed and shifted her head as a man on horseback came pounding into the yard, only to slide to a stop a few feet short of us.

I was impressed at the approach. I was going to have to try that move on Cyam. Since he was made of magic, I could probably do it better.

Also, it looked like a ton of fun.

The rider used the forward momentum to slip his stirrups and land heavily on the ground. He was definitely an anchor; otherwise, he’d be limping from that dismount.

“Message from Mage Brighthaven. House Aldis is being called to action to defend the port. A large fleet of pirates have been seen coming in this direction. Several of the ships arriving lately have reported that they are still headed for the port.” He snapped a salute.

My mother clicked her tongue and glanced at me. “Not a wyrm.”

The messenger stayed in a salute, waiting to be dismissed.

“My son just returned from a trip into the mountains. He says a wyrm has been active this morning. Please relay that to the Brighthavens as well. In the meantime, I’ll prepare to defend the docks.” My mother nodded slightly to the messenger, which apparently was enough to mean dismissal.

He broke his salute to mount his steed and race off again.

“I don’t know if I really want to help them,” I grumbled.

“Well, we have plenty of ships that need defending.” My mother grinned. “We’ll prioritize them in our efforts.”

“Oh!” I smacked my fist into my hand. “Perfect.”

“Also. Let me more formally introduce you to Kimberly Keller.” My mother gestured at the mature beauty. “Her house just signed a large contract with House Aldis. They will be taking over our caravan defenses.”

My eyebrows went up. “That includes our boats?”

“It does indeed. Now, she sent a message to bring in some more hands. Once they arrive, we’ll take those boats you’ve hidden away.” My mother eyed me.

I nodded again. “Perfect.”

“Now, everyone, get ready. I’m going to have a talk with my son.” Gwen rolled away as the anchors moved to put their packs in the house and Kim greeted her daughter. “Son, I wanted to discuss the trainer that is coming for you, especially because they may get caught up in this fight given they should be approaching in this storm.”

I bobbed my head. “If they are skilled enough to teach me, that shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

My mother grimaced. “The problem lies in the fact that they are at risk if they fight. Their identity is sensitive.”

I raised my eyebrows, waiting for more.

She shifted her chair, the first time I’d ever seen my mother nervous. “Your father isn’t from Avente.”

“Oh. OH!” I let out an explosive breath. “That leaves… Garrish or Zenovia?” My mind raced quickly and stopped dead on Zenovia. They were the remnants of the former magical kingdom’s nobles, those who’d remained loyal to the dead royal line rather than serve the new usurpers. “Zenovian?”

“Yes.” My mother nodded. “Your father was here on a sensitive mission. Yet he had spoken of several people fondly. I reached out to one of them to ask for help with your magic. What you’ve done to Cyam is similar to your father’s raven.”

My mother paused, looking into my eyes to watch my reaction as she said the next sentence. “The man coming to train you is a Vel’shae.”

“Wait?” My mind spun. “Am I turning into a Vel’shae?!” My voice became squeaky as I tried to keep it quiet yet wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. I would not look good if I lost all my hair!

I remembered the one that saved me the night of my awakening, he’d been bald with a scaly head. My face drained of all blood at the thought of losing my hair so young.

“No,” my mother chuckled. “You are not. Harry spoke of the way they are made once to me, and you don’t qualify.”

I let out a heavy sigh and rocked back on my feet. “Good. I don’t think I have the jawline to have fangs.” My mind shifted back to the memorable night of my awakening and the Vel’shae that had protected me. “Okay. I can respect the Vel’shae. I met one once. He was a serpent Vel’shae, and he saved my life.”

Gwen tilted her head. “Interesting. I guess you didn’t live far from the Zenovia border.”

“It was the night of my awakening. I think he came just for me.” I could never forget that night. “Either way. I’ll judge them by their person, not what they are.” I nodded more firmly.

My mind sank into a few realizations. One, my mother had hidden this information and was clearly nervous to tell it to me. Given the distance to that land, I had to assume she was worried that I’d run off in search of my father or his side of the family.

It was sweet; she was afraid to lose me. I could understand the feeling. Honestly, I was probably lucky I wasn’t in ice shackles in the basement where she could keep an eye on me.

“Don’t worry. I think it was the right decision for them to come here and teach me rather than sending me to them. If Harry hasn’t reached out, he’s either dead or in such a situation that it wouldn’t be safe for me to go to him on my own.” I nodded, agreeing with my own excuse more. “Staying by your side and within the protection of House Aldis is the best place for me to grow for now.”

There was a flicker of shock that shattered my mother’s frigid facade, which quickly smoothed into relief. “Good. Right,” she continued. “They were supposed to arrive yesterday. There is a chance that they’ll be caught up in this conflict. If I find them, I’ll try and protect them. Since I invited them, that is the least of my responsibility.” She sat with her chin up. “Pirates. Who would have thought they became so bold?”

“The goddess said that they were consolidating a few weeks ago. One of them is a big crocodile man. Crocodiles are like alligators but ocean dwelling.”

“I know what a crocodile is.” My mother gave me a look. “I ran a shipping industry.”

“Right. Anyway, he’s big and pretty strong. He also took a magical ax from another pirate group in the mountains,” I explained.

My mother nodded slowly. “Do you think he’s in charge?”

“Likely. He seemed to be meeting with one of the other pirate groups that we ended up destroying.” I quickly started to give my mother a rundown of our activities from the last month while the others prepared for the fight.

When everything was ready, we moved as one towards the docks.
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The harbor had become a flurry of activity. Anyone who wasn’t ready to fight a pirate was packing up their things and hurrying as far away as they could get. Guards lined the street, directing traffic so that those trying to leave could move out while keeping lanes open for noble houses and their mages to move in.

I spotted House Trevis in the distance, along with a solid contingent from Strathmoore.

House Graystone had already arrived and were throwing up stone barriers and small bunkers in the harbor. Several of Sienna's relatives were at the end of the docks waving a hand as they called upon magic. But as I looked around, I could not find anything that they were doing with that magic.

"They are making obstacles in the water so that pirates cannot land directly in the harbor," my mother explained, following where I was looking.

The mages of the kingdom were really coming together for the shared enemy.

House Thorne was in the back setting up large white tents as stalls vacated. I knew instinctively that those stalls would become aid stations in the near future. I could almost imagine them filling with wounded faster than life mages could get to them.

The largest contingent was wearing Brighthaven colors of white and gold, and even had a few people in royal blue and purple among them. All in all, there were several dozen mages present at the docks.

It seemed like enough to crush a few foolish pirates.

Two young mages with red hair spotted our group and beelined straight for us.

“Aldis,” the lead of the two Virel mages stopped and addressed me rather than my mother.

“Uncle.” Aurelia nodded from beside me. “We are here to prepare and defend.”

He nodded and glanced at me. “Virels will always fight with their brothers of House Aldis.”

I paused, not sure what to say. I probably needed to learn a bit more about house history.

“Thank you for your aid.” My mother smiled, and his eyes flickered to her in surprise.

“Ah. My apologies, Lady Gwen.” He bowed.

“It’s fine. I get overlooked in this chair, but like everything, there are advantages as well.” She continued to roll forward as she talked. “Let us talk more later. For now, I want my son to start fortifying our docks.”

I knew the numbers for our docks after dealing with the contracts, but I had no idea which one went where. For whatever reason, nothing was labeled. As if everybody knew every dock number just by heart.

We moved to the southern side of the harbor where three stone piers jutted out into the sea. Two of them had large creaking boats on them.

“Should we move the ships?” I asked.

Kimberly looked at me like a child asking stupid questions. “With pirates coming in, going out is likely just to get them taken or sunk. It isn’t like we can take them out of the water without preparation.”

Her tone made me want to prove her wrong. She didn’t know it, but she had just thrown down the gauntlet. A sparkle entered my eyes.

“Uh oh,” Emlyn said behind me, echoed by the rest of my anchors.

I just kept smiling as I rolled up my sleeves, looking at the situation and coming up with my plan. Lifting the ship right out of the water was impossible, even for me. Yet some of Maribelle’s lessons trickled in the back of my head.

I was fairly certain with trial and error that I could have figured out how to push them most easily, but the lessons did prove handy to know what would work best.

Pulling stone from the pier, I wrapped the base of the boat in a stone brace and made wheels on the underside. The brace started slipping off the boat, and I had to squeeze it tighter. Unfortunately, I was a little over zealous in my tightening, and the ship started to creak as it began to dip lower into the water.

“Don’t sink it,” Emlyn sighed.

My mother held up a hand to stop Emlyn from talking and made several blocks of ice around the boat to keep it afloat. “Do what you were,” my mother demanded.

I gritted my teeth, pulling the stone lift, only to realize that it was going to be beyond difficult. So instead, I threw all the dark magic I could into my shadow as Cyam expanded and grew from it.

“Go pull that out,” I told the horse, pointing at the boat.

He neighed at the challenge and clopped over as black tendrils shot out and wrapped around every strut of the giant stone brace around the ship.

“A single horse can’t…” one of the Virel mages began speaking.

“Don’t tell Ard he can’t do something,” Aurelia warned the man with a hand on her sword. “I’ve seen him do things that are impossible. That, and telling him he can’t is only going to make him kill himself to prove everyone wrong.”

I chuckled at how true that was as I continued to feed Cyam magic.

He could soak up all the magic and use it when it came time to pull the boat thing out. Moving every inch of that shadowy body of his was going to use a lot of magic.

Cyam’s hoof smashed into the cobblestone at the base of the pier, and he leaned into pulling the boat. His magical lashes strained taunt, and I had to use my own focus to hold them together.

Cyam took a step, shattering the ground under his hoof as he swelled to the size of a manticore, bulging comically with more muscle than a horse could possibly hold.

“No,” one Virel mage whispered. “Let us help.”

“Not a fucking chance,” I growled, not having the focus for an argument.

“Don’t bother him while he’s trying to prove a point,” Emlyn picked up for me.

The boat creaked as it began to move.

“See? This is what I’m dealing with.” My mother turned to Kimberly. “You have to be very careful what you say to him.”

Kimberly nodded dumbly as the boat began to move, first at a crawl, then with more force as the brace shifted its first wheel onto land.

Sienna was beside me a moment later working on the brace, but my entire being was focused on holding those lashes and pulling right alongside Cyam. The first wheel rolled up onto the docks as everyone got out of the boat’s path, and Cyam tossed his mane with pride as he stormed through the docks with a boat behind him.

Water rushed off the brace as it came fully out of the water and the wheels cracked. I switched my focus and reinforced them, increasing their width so they could bear the weight of an entire merchant vessel.

A few heads popped over the side of the ship with wide eyes. I might have forgotten there might be people on board, but they’d be fine.

“Let’s go, Cyam.” I let out an exhausted breath as the shadowy horse let out a whinny of pure pride. “I did most of the work. You know that, right?”

He huffed at me, blowing my hair into my face.

I had gained a lot of attention through the move. It felt like the entire dock was staring at me.

Instead of acknowledging them, I turned to Kimberly. “What was that about not being able to take them out of the water?” I stared down the mature mage.

She stared back at me, a smirk on her face as she looked at my mother and then back at me. “You are definitely Harry’s kid.”

I beamed at that comment. “Damn right. Now I’m going to move this somewhere safe before I come back for the others.”

Suddenly, there was a lot of activity at the Brighthaven piers as multiple mages and anchors tried to mimic my activity. I smugly watched as a dozen mages were required to mimic a fraction of my power.

“We’ll help with the next one,” my mother warned me. “I can’t have you wearing yourself out just yet. There’s a fight coming this way.”

I nodded and led Cyam through the streets, the guards quickly clearing the way as I moved the boat out of the docks and towards the new lot that my mother had won from Mage Brighthaven. There shouldn’t be anything there yet.

“Are you okay?” Emlyn kept up with me.

“Perfectly fine.” I rolled up my sleeve and flexed. “Besides, Cyam did most of the work.” I changed my tune when it suited me.

Emlyn came up and kissed me, knowing I would need to discharge. I dumped so much magic into her that her eyes went wide and she held onto my shoulders as her knees went weak.

“Yeah.” She cleared her throat as I finished and pulled away. “That’s quite a bit of magic.”

“You know, four-sphere things.” I shrugged with a smile that just wouldn’t fade. I loved proving a point. It was like a natural high.

We moved ahead quickly. I knew the pirates weren’t going to wait for us to take our time.

Once I got to the empty lot, I added spikes to the frame and merged them with the ground to keep the structure from rolling away. Then I turned the wheels into squares so that I didn’t have to lift it off the ground to remake the wheels, but they wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

Cyam came off his harness to the boat and tossed my hair happily.

“Yeah, we showed them.” I high-fived the air in my horse’s direction.

“Don’t make a habit of it, yes?” Emlyn kissed my cheek. “But great job. The looks on their faces were…”

“...the best,” I finished for her. “Especially Kim’s.”

“She learned a lesson alright. But I don’t know if it’s the one you wanted,” Emlyn chuckled and threw herself onto Cyam’s back. “Let’s use Cyam. No sense in letting you wander the city. Last thing I need is for Brighthaven to try something stupid right about now.”

I took her hand and climbed up behind her on Cyam. “Even they wouldn’t try something right now. Everyone’s focused on the pirates.”

“Well, it feels like it is about time for something else to go wrong.” Emlyn shrugged.

I glared at her. “Don’t jinx us.”


Chapter 37


The black sails grew in the distance as I readied myself next to all the other anchors and mages present at the docks.

We had successfully moved our two ships to the empty lot, and we had placed spikes out ahead of the piers. We could rebuild the piers easily if they were destroyed, but the goal was to make it as hard as possible for the pirates to come straight into the harbor.

“So many,” I murmured, handing Zuri back her spyglass.

We’d gotten plenty of warning to make preparations. It had been about two hours since the warning went out, and the fleet was rapidly growing on the horizon.

“There’s a boat,” Zuri said suddenly.

“There are a lot of boats out there. That’s kind of the point of a fleet.” Emlyn rolled her eyes.

“No. Not a pirate. It’s staying ahead of them.” Zuri handed her the spyglass, but I took it from her after just a moment and handed it to my mother.

“Is that the one you were expecting?” I asked her.

She peered through the spyglass and sighed, keeping her voice low for me. “That’s a merchant that mostly does Zenovia to Port Faylin. It’s likely. They are welcome at our pier.”

That was all I needed. “Cyam.” I summoned the horse and got on his back. “Sienna, take down the spikes so it can dock here.” I quickly needed to come up with a plan, but anything that stranded them out with the pirates wasn’t going to work.

“Can do.” Sienna didn’t even ask a question. She just started working.

Maribelle jumped onto Cyam with me.

I cracked Cyam’s reins for effect as he broke into a gallop right off the edge of the pier and onto thin air, rushing off into the ocean.

For a moment, I imagined traversing the seas on Cyam, but then I knew that the second I fell asleep, I’d drown. No, I couldn’t travel over the ocean, but a simple trip out and back would be fine. And I was fairly certain I looked pretty awesome at the moment.

“What’s the plan?” Maribelle asked.

“Don’t know. Still working on that.” I grinned over my shoulder.

“Maybe we should have brought Zuri,” Maribelle muttered seriously.

I waved the comment away. “My plan will be far more fun.”

We rapidly bore down on the boat that was staying ahead of the pirate fleet.

From my vantage point, I could get a good count now of the pirates sailing towards our port. There were over thirty ships in total. I let out a whistle. They were all going to be driftwood by the end of the day. Even if it were just Graystone mages in the harbor, they would drop those ships with barrages of stones all day.

But at the moment, the pirates were not my focus.

I urged Cyam for the merchant ship fleeing ahead of the pirate fleet. The crew on the ship were pointing up at me, and several were waving down those who had decided to arm themselves.

“—mage. Put that sword down,” a man by the wheel was shouting over the railing at his men.

“You should really listen to him,” I shouted from Cyam’s back as he stopped at the height of their sails and kept pace with the boat. “As you might have seen, there is a pirate fleet behind you. The port is on lockdown and preparing for battle.”

“We can’t exactly turn around,” the captain shouted at me. His men were already starting to adjust the sails. They’d need to slow down in order to dock.

“Right. Which is why I need to know if there are two guests for House Aldis aboard,” I shouted so that everyone could hear me.

My eyes already found two suspicious people in dark cloaks.

The larger of the two raised a hand. “We are guests for House Aldis.”

“Great. Make sure you stay safe, and I’ll get you all safely to shore. Captain, keep the sails up and head straight for the piers on the right.”

“What?” the captain yelled back.

“You heard him.” Maribelle vaulted off Cyam and landed on deck with a thud that sounded deeper than her small frame should have produced. “Arden Aldis is going to save you and your ship. Listen or die.”

A sailor tried to grab Maribelle. “Listen here, girlie.” His hand came up empty and there was a crunch as Maribelle punched him in the chest.

“Do not touch me,” she hissed.

I landed Cyam down next to her, the shadowy horse garnering far more respect than the petite maid. “Full sail. Right into the pier.”

“Into the pier?” the captain clarified.

“Well, head towards where it is now. I’ll manage the rest.”

He nodded hesitantly to me and turned to his men. “You heard him. Keep the sails down and catch the wind. We’re not slowing down.”

Maribelle turned to me. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m still working on that,” I whispered.

She nodded, having full faith in me.

I was not quite as confident. My magic felt a little raw after the heavy lifting of the boat. In some sense, I might have overdone the earlier move, but really, I needed to test the limits of my magic anyway.

I would just follow my usual method with magic. I would throw all my magic at the problem and see what stuck.

The two cloaked figures came over, still hiding their faces. “Thank you for coming.”

“Not a problem. Happy to help a friend of my father’s,” I answered pointedly while looking at them, yet they didn’t drop their hoods. Assuming one or both of them were Vel’shae, I didn’t blame them. “We’ll get you to our home in the port and meet up after this conflict clears. I’d understand that you’d want to remain hidden.”

“Thank you.” The taller one was still the only one who’d spoken. “Are you sure you don’t need our help?”

I made a face. “Even if there are this many, the port is far from undefended.”

He nodded. “Then we will take your hospitality.”

“What little we can offer. I’m afraid you’ll be dropped off and left alone for a time,” I chuckled. As we grew closer, I spotted people in the harbor starting to get out of our way.

Those who had worked in the harbor knew we should have started to bring our sails up by that point in order to slow down.

I moved Cyam to the bow of the boat to stand heroically as I worked my magic. What my magic was going to do was still undecided, but I would come up with something on the fly.

The captain followed my orders, heading straight for one of the Aldis piers.

I grabbed hold of the stone as soon as I was in range and sank it beneath the waters, along with sections behind it dropping quickly into the water making a gradual ramp.

“Hang on!” I shouted at the top of my lungs before the boat lurched, catching on the ramp.

I quickly pulled sections of the stone up to wrap around the base of the boat so that I didn’t completely strip the hull as it skidded up the ramp.

The ramp came up as we passed over it, pushing the boat out of the water. But it wasn’t coming up fast enough. Scrambling, I ripped my hands to the side and opened up a trench in the edge of the dock. I’d fix it later.

The boat slid into the trench smoothly and several blocks of ice collected on the side of the boat to slow it down so that it didn’t shatter on impact.

Finally, the boat came to a stop and I leaned over the bow. “How’d we do?”

“You made another scene,” my mother answered dryly.

I urged Cyam, and the horse jumped off the boat. It was less than a five-foot drop to the ground as the boat was mostly submerged in stone. “You two, come here.” I pointed to the cloaked figures. “Maribelle, bring them to the manor and let them make themselves at home.”

“Right away, Sir.” She bowed and gestured for them to follow.

The larger one grabbed the smaller and helped them off the boat.

I determined that the smaller one probably wasn’t a Vel’shae if they needed help. I wondered which one would be teaching me magic…

My mother rolled up to me and grabbed my shoulder to pull me down. “Good work. I hope you aren’t too tired for what’s to come.”

“Nope,” I lied. Using so much magic twice in a row made me feel a little like I’d been wrung out.

Hecate came up beside my mother. “You should rest,” she advised me.

My mother gave her anchor a funny look before focusing back on me. “She’s right. The best we can do right now is rest.”

The captain of the ship I saved was just getting off and stormed up to me in an angry fit.

My mother covered him in a thin layer of ice. “We are about to go into battle. Unless you want to be formally listed as a casualty, you’d best curb your tongue. Get out of here if you aren’t going to hold a sword.”

“Your son—”

“My son saved your life and your boat. Get out of my sight.” Gwen looked about ready to kill him, but waved her hand and defrosted him. “Merchants somedays.”

“Aren’t we merchants?” I asked.

She gave me a look.

“What? It’s true.” I shrugged as she continued her frosty glare. “Not the point. Got it.” Turning my attention to Emlyn, I strode over to her and promptly sat down, leaning against her legs. “I’m going to rest. Wake me when you need me.”

She glanced at me and then continued to stand vigilantly. Aurelia came over and planted herself on the other side, the two of them standing guard over me as I rested.

It was oddly comfortable, knowing that I didn’t have to worry about anything as they watched over me. Yet things weren’t settling down so easily, and I wasn’t going to be able to fall asleep.

“They’re pulling up their flags,” Zuri spoke.

“Too early.” Kimberly held out her hands for the spyglass and peered through it. “Full mast raise. They are stopping short.” She turned to my mother.

“They might be stopping short so that they stay out of range of our mages,” Zuri offered.

“And what? Rush us with row boats from that far away?” my mother scoffed. “No, perhaps they are preparing for a siege.”

“Or they are waiting,” I grumbled.

“For what?” my mother asked.

“How should I know?”

As if to answer my question, the ground shook.

I turned my head towards the Leviathan’s Spine, dread in the pit of my stomach as a giant, black figure appeared, crawling over the mountains.

“Told you so.” I pointed at the wyrm heading towards the port.

Emlyn smacked her forehead into her hand. “Ard?”

“What? We called it, and now it’s happening. That is a perfect use of ‘I told you so’.” I turned to my mother to see her answer.

"You were right," my mother replied calmly.

Her bland tone took much of the wind from my sails. The admission wasn't nearly as exciting as when the same thing happened with Emlyn. Emlyn had much better reactions.

"What do we do now?" I kept my focus on my mother even as other people began to notice the wyrm.

Panic started to spread through the harbor, and I could even begin to hear screams in the city proper. I couldn’t blame them. What was coming was nothing short of a disaster.

“We are caught between a pirate fleet and a monster that could destroy us all,” my mother intoned and took a deep breath. “Everyone,” she spoke up to the entirety of our group. “Surviving the wyrm is our top priority. That means creating as deep of a bunker as we can.” She turned to me. “I hope you aren’t tired of your magic yet, because you’ll need it.”

“What of our two guests?” I asked.

“Trust that they can survive this. Your father spoke of that man as if he could survive anything.”

“What of everyone else in the city?” I raised my tone to my mother. “We have a responsibility to protect them!”

She slapped me upside the head with a hand of ice. “Your naivety will not get you killed today. A wyrm like that is not a monster. Clear that silly notion from your head. It is a natural disaster. It is something you survive, not fight. If you have the energy, create more bunkers. Time is running short. We should get away from the harbor for this bunker. Ignore the streets and buildings around us. I’ll pay any stupid fee that Brighthaven tries to levy against you for tearing up their streets.”

I swallowed my pride while the stinging in my face healed with a touch of life magic.

“Gwenie!” Kimberly admonished her.

“I will not see my son die today,” Gwen snapped from her wheelchair. “Make a damned bunker and get inside!” Frost was spreading from her wheelchair in her anger.

“Ard.” Emlyn grabbed my shoulder.

“It’s fine. She’s under a lot of pressure, and I just put too much on her. She’s right. We can’t help anyone else if we aren’t prepared to survive what’s to come.”

Even I realized that ideals were hard to hold in the face of true disaster. Though, I promised that after this was done that I would do my best to restore what I could not protect.

“Emlyn, head to the manor. There are our two guests as well as our servants. Tell them all to come here. I’ll make a bunker halfway between here and there.”

I didn’t turn to acknowledge my mother and strode in the direction I needed to go, both to get away from the harbor and the sea level, and to get closer to the manor so that I had a hope of saving some people.

The wyrm would be upon the city shortly.

There wasn’t time to be angry at my mother nor be stubborn. She was right, even if her method of getting that point across was lacking.

I started to run until I reached a point in the city that I figured would be a good spot for a bunker. Magic welled up in me as I thought about saving my anchors, my mother, and all those who supported our house.

With far more ease than I should have experienced, I ripped open a massive hole at the crossroads. It was so massive that it gave me an idea.

I raised my voice. “Everyone, I am mage Arden Aldis, and I am making a massive bunker to protect you from the oncoming wyrm!” I turned to those who were hot on my heels. “If you aren’t a wolf mage, spread the word. We’ll take everyone we can.”

I pushed and made the hole larger, magic rippling off of me. I was determined to save as many people as possible.

Sienna stepped up next to me and took my hand, brushing her lips over my knuckles and weaving her magic around mine. While I was throwing out more raw magic than I could possibly control, she helped shape it, making a winding staircase around the walls of the massive hole in the ground. And as my magic reached deep into the earth, she pushed it out, spilling it into a large cavern.

No one questioned my order. Instead, people were filled with a sense of action and urgency as we all sought to save those we could.

Sienna and I stood firmly like two statues as my magic once again shocked everyone around me. After we dug out the large cavern, we made a low dome over top and filled in the center, attaching it to the walls as much as we could while keeping an open passageway down to the cavern below.

I wasn’t sure if the bunker could survive a wyrm, but it would have to do. It was our best hope. The monster was coming closer by the minute, and we’d be out of time shortly. As for making the bottom more comfortable, we could do that later, once everyone was safe inside.

I wasn’t sure how long creating the bunker had taken us, but it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes.

Yet when I turned around, hundreds of people were gathered, and even more were arriving with my mother on a sheet of ice from further away. One of the maids from the manor was riding on the sheet while clinging to her two children that she’d clearly just gone to fetch with my mother’s help.

My mother’s expression said it all. She dipped her head at me, ashamed for her actions, and doing her best to make up for them in the short period.

“Alright, everyone inside. Hurry down. Carry the children and use the railing. Anchors, put the elderly on your backs and hurry down.” My mother took command, glancing over the top of the bunker to see the wyrm thrashing down from the base of the mountains.

I watched as the wyrm appeared behind what I knew was the entrance line to the city. My mind filled in the horror and the terror of anyone who’d been in that line. I could only hope that they had abandoned their belongings and fled, yet I knew not all of them would be so smart.

I understood my mother’s words more as the wyrm drew closer. It was gigantic; easily taller than the thirty-foot-high city walls. Its throat swelled and glowed red hot like a poker pulled from a fire.

Then its throat pressed down, glowing even brighter before it opened its mouth. It wasn’t a spray of fire. It was closer to a directional explosion that roared out of its mouth.

The city wall, made of blocks the size of a carriage, was ripped apart like a toddler smashing something made of wooden blocks. The wyrm raked its explosive fire over what would have been left outside the city.

I closed my eyes and felt a tear leak out. “Thanks, Mom,” I said to the woman waiting patiently behind me.

If I had gone to be a hero and fought that beast, it would not have ended well, at least not with my current magic. I felt my nails dig into my palm as I promised myself that one day something like the monster in front of us would not be able to stand against me.

“Let’s go.” My mother had let me stay out and watch the wyrm as long as we dared.

Everyone else was rushing into the bunker.

A royal carriage rolled up to my bunker, and a familiar sight of the Eighth Princess appeared in the doorway. “I am—” Her eyes were filled with hatred towards me and I didn’t have time for this.

“Shut up and get in the bunker,” I snapped, not having time for whatever she had to say.

“My carriage must—”

My mother whipped her hand to the side. A shower of spears made of ice shredded the carriage’s wheels. “It doesn’t look like it survived the attack.” My mother deadpanned. “Get in or leave. Let’s go.”

Gwen started to roll towards the stairs as the last of the people rushed into the entrance and down into the bunker, hoping to avoid death.


Chapter 38


Maximilian turned to his father, the Elder Mage. “Are we going to fight that?”

Elder Brighthaven snorted. “No. What’s the point? That has to be the single largest wyrm I’ve ever seen. I’d go as far as to call it an Elder Wyrm. We’d lose at least half of our people to take it down. Again, for what?” Not to mention if he were to die during the battle, it would be over. A wyrm that large would be able to shrug off anything but the most powerful of spells.

“To save the city, father,” the son replied.

“The city is going to need to be rebuilt anyways. A fight like that would level it.” He turned to glance out at the fleet of pirates floating offshore. “I’m more concerned about the pirates who I am going to guess will sweep in after the wyrm leaves.”

The Aldis group had started to rush away, likely to hunker down. That’s what they should all be doing. Graystones were making holes into the sewers; they likely had some form of maintenance room down low where they could hide.

“Father.” Maximilian glared at him.

“Withdraw. Everyone is to seek a storm shelter. Our job is to shelter as many fighting capable adults as we can so that when the wyrm passes, we can fend off the pirates.” Elder Brighthaven scowled and formed a large shield of light that scooped up a section of their forces.

“Listen up. We’ll be sheltering in the cellars of the estate.” He let his voice carry over his people and rode on the shield of light over the city, carrying a load as quickly as he could to the estate, dropping them off and coming for another round.

His son was quick to mimic him, taking as many of their people as he could carry across the short hop across the city to the estate. For now, all they could do was protect their strength for the real battle to come.
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Gwen watched as her son once again showed the extent of his magic, and his stubbornness. He might not have an adept spell, but that didn’t stop him from moving enough earth to make an entire branch of the Graystone family look weak.

Her heart was unsteady. She’d slapped her son, her emotions getting the better of her. She’d seen the wyrm, larger than any she’d heard described, and she had panicked. Even if all the mages of the city gathered to fight the monster, most of them would be lost.

She couldn’t lose her son. Not again.

Even the thought made her heart clench tight.

She felt Kim put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t we show the kids what being a noble is all about? That bunker could hold a quarter of the city by the time he’s done with it.”
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Lily had heard the carrion call several hours ago and had raced through the streets to find her little sister. The situation had only become more urgent after the alarm. People were running everywhere, and she couldn’t find Mary.

Now the screaming began to escalate again. There was word of a wyrm starting to rampage towards the city. People were moving from their homes to the closest underground shelter that they could find.

Lily dodged a panicked man carrying a little baby; he’d almost plowed her over. It was like everyone had lost their senses.

She couldn’t imagine the situation for Mary. She was only six, old enough to play in the streets, but not old enough for the chaos unfolding around them.

Lily ducked into an alley to see Mary and two other little boys huddling in fear. “Mary! We need to go now!”

Yet the little girl didn’t budge.

“Mary, this isn’t a joke. We need to get to Greg’s inn. He said he’s taking everyone into the cellar. We’ll be safe there, and there’s plenty of food,” Lily tried logic as she reached for her little sister’s hand.

But Mary stayed put. Fear had taken over, and she was frozen. Mary pulled away, her eyes wide as she saw people rushing through the street, bumping into each other and screaming.

Lily let out a frustrated sigh. They did not have the time for any stalling. As the older sister, it was her responsibility to take care of Mary while their parents were out at work. She rolled up her sleeves and braced for what was going to be an unpleasant necessity.

“I don’t wanna go!” Mary screamed and kicked as Lily hauled the little girl onto her shoulder to whisk her away. The thrashing six-year-old made Lily wobble in her steps.

Lily ignored Mary’s protests; they needed to go. “Follow me, boys.” She threw Mary over her shoulder.

The boys would have to come on their own; she didn’t have the energy to spare. Her little sister was her priority. Lily moved as quickly as she could with her screaming sister.

The streets seemed to have cleared considerably in the last few minutes, yet it left a few behind. Those who’d fallen had been trampled. Lily tried not to look, but fear began to creep over her.

A deafening roar rattled the windows as a thud reverberated so deeply that it shook Lily to her core as it ripped from the southern gates. Buildings crackled, roofs collapsed, and those buildings of poor construction started to tilt.

It only took one falling before it hit another, and like a set of blocks, the entire city slowly began to come down.

Lily froze in horror as a large sign with a muffin on it was about to crash on her head. That detail would stick with her for the rest of her very short life.

Ice froze the falling building in place.

“Move girl.” A woman with a frosty expression rolled up in a chair, her hand waving. She was freezing building after building to stop them from collapsing.

“There’s two boys back there.” Lily pointed back the way she had come.

Another woman, this one dressed like she was going to a ball, pointed, and two big anchors rushed into the alley.

“Thanks.” The frosty woman’s expression cracked. “Step on.” She made a platform of ice. “It might be a little cold, but bear with it for a moment. We are taking you to a shelter.”

Lily swallowed around a lump in her throat. She stepped on the platform as relief, fear, and anxiety all crashed down on her. She hugged her sister and started balling, the adrenaline started to fade as fear and grief settled into place.

“It’s okay. I know she’s scary, but she means well.” The beautiful woman rubbed Lily’s back as the two anchors added the stunned boys onto the platform.

“That’s not why she’s crying,” the frosty woman sighed. “Alright. Let’s get a few more and head back. I think we are running out of time.”

The woman touched one of the townspeople that had been trampled, and life magic snapped his arm back in place. As soon as the man was whole, a bewitchingly beautiful maid picked them up like a piece of refuse and put them on the platform.

“That is a big one.” The other mage looked to the south.

Lily followed her gaze and felt all of the blood rush from her face. A giant monster was wrecking their city. She clung to Mary who was stunned into silence. Lily hoped Mary would be okay. She currently looked like a shell of herself.

Lily numbly hugged her sister and prayed to every god and goddess she knew to survive.
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I was the last one down into the bunker as my mother carried a group of small children down ahead of me.

My attention had been occupied dealing with my magic, so when I got to the bottom of the bunker to see hundreds of people huddling, I was happily shocked. A warmth spread through my chest.

“Thanks, Mom.” I knew she had quickly saved these people because of me.

“It wasn’t enough,” my mother sighed. “Yet people are resilient. The city will rebuild.”

There was a terrible boom above, and dirt fell down on everyone huddling in the cavern.

I lifted my hand and created an orb of light for everyone to see, while at the same time, I stuffed all my extra dark magic in Cyam. There would be a use for it later, I was sure.

Another thud above the bunker shook the ceiling.

“So. How sure are you that this’ll hold?” Emlyn had found me and stayed by my side as I joined everyone in the cavern.

“About fifty percent sure.” I waffled my hand.

She narrowed her eyes. “I’m hoping you are just bad at math.”

“I am,” I chuckled. “But really, I have no idea how powerful the wyrm will be, or where it will move. It spooked my mother, and given that no one tried to stop us, it spooked all the other families in the port. Including the Brighthavens.” I was oddly serious given how nervous I felt.

“Son.” My mother joined me, looking around as members of House Aldis were organizing everyone. “We’ll wait down here for a few hours, then we will head back up.” Her eyes tracked to two cloaked figures standing to the side with Maribelle. “Ah. Ard, could you make a small room for us to rest inside?”

I saw the Vel’shae and nodded respectfully before beginning to make a small structure for us inside the bunker. It felt a little vain for me to only make one, but we wouldn’t be down in the bunker for long.

“Please come join us to rest. I’m sure you are tired from your journey.” I was sure to be polite.

The shorter cloaked figure tilted their head slightly but didn’t say anything.

“I didn’t know the Aldis Family’s hospitality was so grand.” The Vel’shae dipped his head and followed. “Even amidst disaster, we are given shelter.”

My anchors and Sienna saw my movement and followed.

“Sienna, please stay outside.” My mother pursed her lips.

“No need,” I hurried to say. “She’s welcome to my secrets.” I gave her a meaningful glance and continued into the small building. It was just a simple stone square, but it would be enough for a private conversation while we were stuck in a bunker with hundreds of people.

My mother opened her mouth to argue, but shut it as she decided to accept my decision.

Turning slightly to the Vel’shae, I spoke, “I don’t know if the rest of the country would welcome you, but I was saved by one of your people once.” I got an odd feeling from him as we stepped into the building.

Hecate stopped outside and leaned against the wall, while my anchors, Sienna, Selina, and my mother came in with the two cloaked figures.

“Ah. That makes this easier.” The Vel’shae pulled off his cloak and then his hair to reveal a bald head.

The moment his cloak came off, my eyes went wide as he bared his teeth, and fangs started to regrow from his mouth. But the growing teeth wasn’t what shocked me. I was shocked by the fact that I recognized this Vel’shae, and I only knew one of them.

Aurelia’s sword came free of her scabbard in an instant.

“Put that away,” I snapped, stepping between her and the Vel’shae. “He’s a guest, and not a corrupted. He’s a Vel’shae. More importantly, he protected me on the night of my awakening.” I turned to him and dipped my head.

All jokes about snakes went out the window. This man had saved my life, and I should do my best to curb my tongue and make a good first impression.

Aurelia frowned. “Zenovia?” Her sword slid back into her scabbard without protest.

“Yes. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Valken,” the man spoke smoothly despite the fangs in his mouth. He’d clearly gotten used to speaking around them. “This is my charge. She can introduce herself. We’ve come to help Arden with some magic that is not common here in Avente.”

Sienna and the anchors were frowning.

I could not blame them. There were tensions with other nations. To invite one to our house was tricky and politically complex. Luckily, I didn’t much care about politics or optics. The Royal Family was a den of vipers more snake-like than the Vel’shae in front of me. Meanwhile, he was a man who had saved my life once and was connected to my father’s family.

My only concern was avoiding getting caught. If Carmilla discovered them, she’d use it as leverage to make my life more difficult. There was no particular loyalty to this kingdom, only a few people who happened to live here.

The smaller figure pulled off her hood. She had a particularly innocent face with pouty lips, and big, soulful eyes. “I am Eva, a mage. Valken brought me to help Arden. House Aldis has traded with us in the past, and we are returning a favor.”

Several facts clicked in my head just like those clarion calls in the city a few hours ago.

One, these two were most certainly lying through their teeth and doing so quite smoothly. I had no proof, but I just knew it. Second, she didn’t give a last name, yet I found it impossible for a woman being guarded by the vaunted Vel’shae to not belong to a family of incredible means.

I wasn’t exactly sure of all of the cultural norms in Zenovia, but she must have a last name.

“Pleasure to meet you both.” I did my best to keep a smile on my face. Learning about my soul magic was valuable to me. I could handle a few secrets for the moment.

The cavern shook again.

“We will wait out the wyrm and then return to the surface to deal with the pirates,” my mother stated as if it were just another day. “Afterwards, we’ll figure out your lodgings.”

“Thank you. We can manage ourselves.” Valken bowed slightly.

“It would be best if you stayed clear of the fighting.” My mother watched them.

It made sense. The two of them would cause more questions than any of us wanted.

“Agreed.” Valken nodded.

It was strange to me that he was in charge rather than the mage, but Vel’shae were supposed to be almost worshiped in Zenovia. I wondered what made them even more important than mages?

Aurelia was glaring daggers at me, and I decided that it was time to step out and leave them be. Besides, it seemed that my mother wanted to talk to Valken alone.

My anchors and Sienna followed me swiftly out of the little room.

“Ard.” Aurelia caught my sleeve. “It’s very dangerous to have them here.”

“I only knew who they were a few hours ago,” I told her. “Later, we can deal with everything after the pirates.”

“It seems we have nothing but time right now.” Emlyn looked up as the cavern shook again with the wyrm thrashing above us.

Letting my eyes rake over all of the people in the cavern, I shook my head. “No. Sound carries too well down here.”

None of them could really argue that point.

The cavern shook again, like the thing was right on top of us.

“You!” The Eighth Princess spotted me and charged over. The richly dressed woman looked like someone had spilled something on her dress as she stormed over.

I wasn’t ready for another headache. “No.”

“Make me a palace, something sturdy.” she demanded, spotting the walls I had created for my family.

I deadpanned. “Not happening in this life or the next. Why are you even here?”

“I’ll have you know that I was sent to Faylin to audit the city on behalf of the Royal Family.” She crossed her arms with a nasty smirk on her face. “That means if I find anything wrong with House Aldis, it will be reported to Carmilla and the King.”

The idea of killing her and blaming it on the wyrm popped up in my head. But we were currently surrounded by a mass of people. It definitely was not the right time to make a move.

“Great. Enjoy your palace.” I waved my hand and made a dog house for her, feeling pretty happy with myself as I hurried away.

Her scream behind me was enough that I used the cavern wall to make a small hideout wrap around me and my anchors. I didn’t have the patience for this.

“Was that necessary?” Sienna asked with a sigh.

“Absolutely. I met her in Hidavente, and she’s a spoiled brat. She was loyal to Valerian, but in the end, I had to save her from Garrish mage-forged.” The thought made me pause. Could she have not needed saving?

Either way, she didn’t have much power in the kingdom. I could ignore her. Carmilla was already going to cause me trouble whether she found anything from the princess’ investigation or not.

Instead, I sat down, ready to wait out the time. Given we had a bit of time, I reached out with my soul, trying to see if I could sense what was happening above ground.


Chapter 39


The wyrm blew through the carriages and carts outside, though most were abandoned by that point.

Even before the wyrm had arrived, the city gates were opened. Those outside the gates had been rushed into shelters to protect them from the pirates.

“What do we do, captain?” Several guards were wrapped in dark magic and held to the side by a Brighthaven mage.

“Hide and stay quiet,” the Brighthaven mage hissed. During the preparations for the pirate attack, she’d been sent to the area to monitor the walls in the event another force tried to take them.

The wyrm seemed to be following a trail as it moved along the ground, keeping its head low most of the time and only looking up occasionally. Yet the damned monster was headed right into the gates. It nudged the portcullis and bent the iron with what appeared to be a slight nudge before rearing back.

“Oh…” One of the guards who was hiding in the shadows started whimpering.

The Brighthaven mage hoped for their sake that they were far enough away as the great wyrm’s throat expanded with fire magic.

The magic quickly compressed and exploded out, flooding the area in front of the wyrm. Every crack and crevice was filled with fire as it washed over the gate house. The whole gate house was gone in a moment as explosive fire tore the stone from the ground and the surrounding wall, sending the portcullis, still whole, flying into a nearby building.

The giant beast seemingly had no fear as it moved straight through the hole it had made, keeping its head low and hissing at the ground as it leveled building after building. It was far too large for the street it seemed to be following.

A guard collapsed beside her. “We lived.”

“It wasn’t after us,” Margret sighed. “Just keep watch now. There’s a gaping second hole in our defenses.” She instead watched the wyrm.

The great beast smashed its way through the city, not unlike a snake might flatten grass in its wake. The beast was clearly searching for something, but what might draw it forward, she had no idea. She’d never heard of a wyrm acting like this wyrm was at the moment.

The monster circled the central district, getting upset by something along the way. Then its tail flashed angrily over a section of the city, leveling dozens of buildings with that single swing.

Margret closed her eyes and gave a small prayer for anyone sheltering in that area.

The city that had been screaming not fifteen minutes ago was deathly quiet. Everything down to the rats that scurried around the docks knew that a great predator was nearby and hunting.

The wyrm went into the docks, smashing several of the defensive structures that the mages had built before moving south again and seeming to find something interesting. It lifted its head and nudged something below the roofline.

Marget was so curious. She wanted to know what had drawn the wyrm’s attention.

A moment later, the wyrm grew still and everything was silent for a long breath before it let out a long wail that rattled the roof tiles and shattered the windows.

As soon as it finished, it turned and fire washed over the rooftops of most of the city, collapsing the building instantly and setting everything nearby ablaze.

“Fuck.” Margret bit at her nails. If it had smashed everything or put a portion of the city on fire, that would have been easy enough to clean back up.

But it had started a blaze that was likely going to consume the whole city.
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After avoiding the Eighth Princess, I sealed us off in a small room for some privacy.

Up above us, I could feel a giant soul moving through the city. It was pretty easy for me to understand which body that soul resided within. There were also clusters of smaller souls off in every direction. It felt like people had taken shelter in cellars all over the city.

I was excited that I could find them. They might need digging out after everything was over, but being in the cellars should keep them alive. We could rebuild the city in a few months; the people would take decades.

I searched and found a few souls that were drifting off, likely already outside of bodies. Even just the panic of the wyrm approaching claimed lives.

Grabbing one, I intended to save it and then put it back in its body, yet I wondered how I’d pick the right body.

“What’s happening?” Emlyn interrupted my thoughts.

“Wyrm is roaming the city like it’s looking for something,” I mumbled. “People are holed up in cellars throughout the city.”

“You had that look, the one where you were about to do something you weren’t supposed to,” Emlyn commented, and all of the occupants of this little hide-away turned to me.

“He was playing with souls,” Zuri guessed, putting it together first.

“Well, I wouldn’t call it playing…” I trailed off.

“What did we say about playing with souls? Remember what happened last time?” Emlyn chided me playfully, yet there was a hint of truth in it.

Sienna frowned and then glanced down at my shadow meaningfully. “Yeah.”

“I was thinking about that very problem. But yes, the last time worked out beautifully. I managed to upgrade Cyam quite a bit.”

All of them stared at me.

“What? It’s not like I accidentally put a dangerous fugitive mage that was slowly turning into a deranged monster into a horse's body… oh wait,” I chuckled.

“Ard.” Emlyn pressed her fingers to her forehead. “Can you not take this lightly.”

“I have a plan.” And I did. One that I quite literally had just cooked up. “Besides, if I don’t use this magic at all, how am I supposed to have control over it for when I really need it?” They still weren’t convinced so I pressed on. “Think about it this way. By me practicing now, I’ll get it right when one of you dies.”

“We voted on not letting him play with souls?” Aurelia asked everyone.

“He wiggles them from time to time.” Sienna watched me.

“If one of you dies, I’m absolutely going to do everything in my power to bring you back. Besides, maybe I could save a few lives here,” I offered.

They seemed skeptical, so I figured I’d just show them my new, brilliant plan.

Reaching out, I found one soul floating right outside the bunker. I hadn’t noticed anyone hiding near that location before we had gone down into the bunker, but maybe they didn’t make it.

Regret for missing someone drove me as I plucked that soul and gingerly carried it down. I was surprised at the strength of the soul. As I moved it, I fed it some dark magic like I would feed Cyam, trying to prepare it for the next step.

“You see, if I just use some of my magic to get a look at the person first, I can match them to their body!” I told them excitedly as the soul expanded in front of us as I continued to push magic into it.

I paused as the soul did not get nearly as large as I was expecting.

Poor thing, it must have been a kid… a very long kid… wait a second.

The dark form twisted out until it was about five feet in length with a crown of spikes around its head and a powerful square jaw. Even though it was hard to see the ‘eyes’ of a shadow, somehow I could tell they were opening up. The little soul stared at me.

“That’s it. No more soul magic. Just wait until they can teach you. Now put that back. Did you just steal the wyrm’s soul?” Emlyn threw her hands up in exasperation.

I scratched under the little guy, no, little girl’s chin. “No. This is a baby? Hatchling? It never even opened its eyes before.” I started petting the shadow baby wyrm.

“Ard, put it back. Wyrms aren’t pets,” Emlyn sighed.

I started cooing and continued stroking the little one as she wrapped herself around my arm and coiled onto me. “She’s harmless. Aren’t you, Fred?”

“He named it.” Aurelia shook her head.

Emlyn was pressing her face into her palm. “Ard.”

“I know. I have to think of a better name. Since it’s a girl, Fred is wildly inappropriate.” I rubbed at my chin.

“That isn’t the problem.” Emlyn gestured wildly at the monster’s soul that was tickling my face with its long tongue. “It looks like it wants to eat you.”

“No. Fred…ie would never do that.”

“Freddie?” Sienna asked. “That’s the name you came up with? It is so unique.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Can you believe they are mocking your name?” I talked to Freddie like she was a baby. She was a very cute little wyrm. Some people had pet snakes, preferably the kind without venom.

Emlyn was now crouched down on the ground, her face in her hands. “Someone help me.”

“I don’t think it’s too bad,” Sienna offered. “He seems to have a pretty good handle on Cyam. Besides, he could probably just toss it aside if it caused any problems.”

I hugged Freddie tight to my chest. “What? Get rid of Freddie?!”

“This is the problem.” Emlyn gestured at me. “He gets very attached to his pets.”

“Of course I do. I’m not a monster, I love every little one of them. Isn’t that right Fre—”

Before I could continue to tease Emlyn, the cavern shook wildly. First one, then two, then a dozen quakes came from above us like something was hammering down on the bunker.

Everyone was holding onto the cavern wall to steady themselves.

Maribelle had one hand on me to keep me steady while I stared up at the ceiling watching the show. “Uh… I think Freddie’s mom just found her body.”

A roar echoed even through the stone above us and rattled my bones.

“So… the city is gone?” Sienna asked.

“Probably not doing so hot… or perhaps it is now too hot.” I watched as the giant wyrm smashed its head into the ground above us. “That’s not good.”

“If a giant wyrm smashing the city and setting it on fire was a lukewarm reaction, I’m afraid to ask what is ‘not good’.” A bit of panic started entering Selina’s voice.

“Oh. It's just smashing the bunker’s entrance and… using its face to dig.” I put my hands on the wall of the caverns and concentrated as I filled the stone around me with as much magic as I could. I hardened the stone and made it denser.

The giant wyrm smashed into the stone above, pressing down on it.

I was suddenly straining against it as it tried to dig deeper. The wyrm was just too powerful, though; there was no way I was going to hold it off for long.

“That can’t be good.” Emlyn supported me by the shoulder.

The cavern ceiling buckled, and the people were starting to panic.

Freddie made a sibilant cooing sound on my shoulder.

“Yeah? Little buddy? You can try.” I moved Freddie’s soul up through the rocks and into a shadow above before feeding it more magic. Pushing it through, I put it back on the surface where Freddie could try and talk to her mother.

The pressure on the cavern lessened, but there was still a giant wyrm right on top of us.

Practicing my dark magic, I looked through the shadows of the cavern and out of those above. The giant wyrm towered over Freddie, and its tongue flicked out to try and taste her. When it found nothing, it shifted its head to the side in confusion.

Freddie continued to make noises and bounced from side to side before stopping at its body and making more noises. The body was nestled in a bunch of splintered wood and covered in sticky goo.

That’s when I realized that all of the wood around the body was painted blue and gold. Anger bubbled up inside of me as I put the pieces together, realizing what had drawn the wyrm to the city.

“The Eight Princess brought in that wyrm’s egg. It was in that carriage,” I told the others aloud. I felt movement around my body in response to my statement, but I kept my view through the shadows even as the wall beside me opened up.

She clearly hated me, but this was even a little much. I thought she was Carmilla’s, yet here she was working against Avente. The Royal Family was really a snake pit that deserved to burn. Whatever her issue was, it didn’t matter, what mattered was the situation at hand.

The giant wyrm glared angrily back at the bunker and the hole it had already created in the city street.

I knew it wasn’t going to leave us alone, not after finding its child’s body. If I didn’t do something, it was going to smash the bunker into pieces and kill us all. It had come all this way to find Freddie and failed.

Freddie wasn’t just dead. She hadn’t even been born yet. The fragile little wyrm body lay limp among the debris, and I wondered if I could heal it or not. But I really didn’t have many options, so I was about to find out the answer.

Life magic didn’t travel far before it was absorbed by all the surroundings. I reached out, but the magic was not able to reach very far. I was going to need to move closer to be able to do anything.

Taking a hunk of stone underneath me, I lifted myself and Maribelle up to see what I could do.

“Sir.” Maribelle turned to me, there was no doubt in her eyes, only curiosity as we rose through the ground to the surface where there was a wyrm bigger than anything I’d ever seen.

“We’re going to try to fix this,” I said, feeling the large wyrm’s soul and the pain of loss radiating through it. Given that I wasn’t even trying to touch the soul, that spoke volumes to the level of pain.

Rather than try to read it, I pushed my own feeling of sympathy towards it. I knew what it was like to lose a loved one. The wyrm turned from Freddie and regarded me curiously. I wasn’t even a threat. Yet I could feel the anger rolling off of it.

“Hey, big momma.” I showed it my palms.

It was intelligent enough that I hoped it could understand the gesture. Life magic glowed from my hands. I took out my knife and cut myself with a hiss before using my life magic to smooth over the cut, trying to show the wyrm my intentions in a way it could understand.

“Can I heal your little one?” I gestured to the broken body of the little wyrm.

The wyrm regarded me curiously before a simmering rage built up in its eyes. A moment later, it moved, raising its tail and threatening to crush me. But shadow Freddie jumped in front of me and made noises before coiling up around my thigh and climbing to my shoulder.

I touched Freddie and pet the wyrm to calm her down. “Alright, I need to act.”

Rather than have a standoff with the big wyrm, I moved to Freddie’s body and used my magic to begin to heal the body. Freddie must have been very close to hatching given how developed the little wyrm was in the cracked egg. I wondered if my mother had accidentally broken the egg, but then as I recalled her breaking the cart’s wheels, I couldn’t remember her doing anything to the actual carriage.

This egg looked far too sturdy to break from the short drop the cart had taken. This had been a trap, and I put that aside for later.

Maribelle stayed at my side, coiled tight like a spring ready to bounce out of the way with me.

Freddie’s body was relatively whole. I didn’t exactly know what a wyrm’s body should be like, yet I found plenty of fluid in the lungs. That could be fixed easily enough with some life magic.

As I was feeding the body life magic, its scales darkened and became more opaque. My magic continued to enter the hatchling until it stopped changing.

I looked up to find the massive wyrm’s eye no less than two feet from where I was kneeling. The massive slit pupil was razor thin as it watched me carefully.

“There. I think we can help Freddie.”

The wyrm soul coiled around me tightly as I tried to pull it off. It wanted more of the shadow magic I was feeding into it.

“No, you need to go back, Freddie.” I tried to physically remove her and completely failed. Her magic body latched onto me. “Freddie.” I glanced over at the massive wyrm. “Don’t embarrass me in front of your mother.”

This time, I used my magic and uncoiled her before successfully detaching the baby wyrm and holding the soul out over the body.

I knew that the next part would be a little tricky. I wasn’t really an expert at doing this part of the process. I pulled the soul down into the body, petting the hatchling corpse like it was my pet and pushing Freddie into it.

The moment was sudden. The shadowy form of Freddie was sucked into the baby wyrm. The small form twitched and lifted its head, struggling to open its eyes.

I was thrown aside, Maribelle catching me as the giant wyrm moved to nuzzle Freddie, her tongue tasting her as the little body started to squirm.

“Aww.” I smiled as I watched the interaction.

“Sir. That is a beast that could kill us both without blinking,” Maribelle reminded me.

“Yeah, but it’s also a proud mamma.” I felt far less fear, stepping back over to the wyrm.

It hadn’t really meant to harm me when it had moved to see its baby. If it had, I’d be no taller than a layer of strawberry jam on toast.

“May I?” I approached, my hand glowing again with life magic. When I wasn’t charbroiled immediately, I took it as a good sign and slowly bent down to touch Freddie to see if there was anything else that she needed.

My life magic soaked into the baby wyrm, not finding anything to heal. Freddie seemed to be at the peak of her current health; she was just a weak little hatching.

The momma wyrm regarded me curiously.

I lifted my hand to touch her scales, while she watched me the whole way. I realized that the big wyrm was injured. Tons of small injuries had stacked up on the old wyrm and plenty of fresh ones from her rampage here.

“Can’t let you go with all of those; otherwise, how are you supposed to take care of Freddie to the best of your ability?” I spoke to the momma wyrm. It would be a shame if anything happened to Freddie.

“Sir. I don’t think it understands,” Maribelle said from the side.

“It doesn’t understand a thing I’m saying,” I agreed. “Yet tone and intention can transcend languages, and hopefully species.” I brushed my hand over the scale of the giant wyrm, continuing to feed it life magic.

The monster closed its eye for a moment, relaxing. The moment was oddly serene, which made me grin like a loon.

Freddie let out a little cry, and the giant wyrm moved so quickly that she knocked me over to examine her little one again.

“Alright. I’m going to let you two get on with it.” I got up and stepped back.

Freddie turned towards me, still struggling to get her eyes open and wiggling my way. She struggled far more with her real body than the shadowy one that I’d given her.

I took a step closer and picked her up. I nearly fell down as I tried to lift her. Holy crap, she was heavy. Freddie might have only been a hatchling, but she was easily as heavy as a person.

Freddie tried to latch onto me again, but I just pet her a few times, touching her soul and telling her to go with her mother. It would be better that way.

Truth be told, I had no idea how I’d manage to feed an actual wyrm. Though, it was tempting.

I held her out to the giant wyrm who opened her mouth for me.

“Uh… sure. This isn’t at all terrifying.” I slowly put Freddie in the giant wyrm’s mouth, making sure to not put her on anything too pointy. Then I stepped back in a hurry, happy to put some distance between me and the giant vortex of doom that was the momma wyrm’s mouth.

The giant wyrm regarded me for a moment before lifting her head and turning to leave.

“Well now.” I dusted off my hands. “That was an adventure. What do you think the chances are that anyone will ever believe it?”

“None, Sir,” Maribelle spoke from my side. “Perhaps we should dig the bunker out?”

I glanced up into the harbor. The pirate boats had already gotten dangerously close, and rowboats were entering the water as they too saw the wyrm retreating. “Yep, that seems like a good idea. We are about to have visitors.”


Chapter 40


The wyrm had done a number on the surface of the bunker, wearing down certain areas and filling in the passageway I had created down from the surface. But that was easily fixable with a bit of magic.

Pouring earth magic into the ground beneath me, I opened up the stairway back down into the bunker, heading back to my anchors triumphantly. I walked up to them, feeling rather pleased with the outcome of my work above.

But Emlyn was not looking pleased. Sometimes in her desire to keep me safe, she really missed my true genius.

“Ard,” Emlyn started.

“Missed you too.” I stepped up and kissed her, dumping plenty of lightning magic into her. “Everything is good. The wyrm is leaving, and the pirates are coming. So, we best get a move on and deal with the new problem.”

“The Eighth Princess has been detained,” Sienna told me with a nod towards a structure that had been made for her. “Though if we aren’t here, I don’t know if we can contain her.”

“Her anchors have been disabled,” Aurelia added.

“Not my problem.” Turning towards the rest of the cavern, I cupped my hands around my mouth. “All mages and anchors, please report for duty. The wyrm has left and the pirates are coming. Those of you who aren’t coming, find something long and pointy to guard the stairs.”

I smiled and dusted off my hands. “That should do it.” All in a day's work, keeping the people safe.

Zuri rolled her eyes. “We should go.”

My mother, Kimberly, the two Virel mages, and a few others that had joined us were moving my direction.

I only waited for my mother before walking up the stairs as she floated next to me. “There’s a problem,” I told her.

“Like you deciding to detain a princess?” My mother kept her face neutral.

“Come on.” I hurried to the top, my anchors spilling out first ahead of me.

The city was on fire, and the blaze was only spreading. But the burning buildings were the least of my concern at that moment.

I pointed to the smashed carriage. “Remember that?” I pointed to it as the other mages came up from the bunker.

It was Kimberly that answered, “That looks like a royal carriage, and we do have a princess down there.”

One Virel mage paused and stared at what was around the debris. “A broken egg?”

“A broken wyrm egg,” I corrected him. “The big one that rampaged this city just took away the hatchling. I can only guess it was lured here. Whatever plot there was for this, the Eighth Princess was a part of it.” I sighed and shook my head. Though, I had no idea what she intended to accomplish by luring and locking herself up with me. Was she suicidal?

The mages around me all frowned at the implications.

“That makes no sense,” the other Virel mage spoke first.

“It doesn’t have to.” I shrugged. “All that matters are the facts at hand. The Eighth Princess traveled here in a carriage containing that giant wyrm’s egg, drawing it to this city at the same time as the pirates began approaching this city. Which brings me to our immediate problem.” I pointed to where row boats stuffed full of pirates were already coming into the docks and disgorging their passengers.

“The fire too.” A Virel mage grimaced.

My mother snapped her finger and the ground froze over. A large garden of crystalline ice roses grew everywhere. “Virels, deal with the fires while we work to contain the pirates to the docks.”

The two Virel mages nodded and turned to rush towards the closest blaze.

“Fires or pirates?” I asked my mother.

“Pirates. Stick with me.” She snapped her fingers again, and all of the flowers shattered to turn into a giant swirling storm of ice petals that stuck to the buildings between us and the dock, coating them rapidly with a layer of frozen petals that quenched any fire, creating a corridor through the growing blaze.

It was certainly more than an adept spell, but I wondered if she could pull off a grand spell like Elder Mages.

“Hecate, go find a horn on the wall and start blowing it so that the other mages know to come out of their holes,” my mother ordered.

A flash of anger crossed Hecate’s face before she smirked and shot off.

“She’s not particularly good in a fight anyway,” my mother said offhandedly as we moved down the frozen pathway as a group.

The docks were up ahead, and I could see the pirates already taking over the abandoned fortifications that the Graystone mages had left when they ran for shelter. Them having control of those fortifications was going to make the fight a little more difficult.

“Kim, would you mind getting started?” my mother asked calmly.

The radiant mage pushed her hair over her shoulder as she raised a hand, which was crackling with lightning. We were still fairly far away, but with uncanny accuracy, Kim launched a bolt of lightning, hitting one of the stone barriers and blowing a chunk out of it.

Two pirates poked their heads out, only to have their heads popped by two more bolts instantly. I grimaced. It was like watching two watermelons popped with a hammer.

Kim blew at her fingertips and buffed them against her dress. “Still got it.” She glanced at me. “As a one-sphere, I don’t have quite as much magic as you do.”

“If you only have one-sphere, why two anchors?” I asked.

“Because it takes two to satisfy me.” She grinned.

“Mom,” Selina groaned. “Please don’t start that with him.”

“He’s a life mage though, Honey. He likely understands,” Kim admonished Selina.

“Please don’t assume everyone is the same as you.” Gwen used frozen petals to freeze over two pirates who stepped onto the path we were using.

The entire world around us glittered with frozen designs.

We reached the edge of the docks where the city streets sloped downward into the wide, open area which was normally filled with crates and goods ready to be shipped, along with any merchants that could squeeze a stall into them.

Now that area was filled with defensive fortifications and teeming with pirates that were quickly picking over the leftover goods and shuffling them back to the boats. Two larger vessels were carefully making their way to the piers to pick everything up through the spikes in the water.

“Ard, take the tower.” My mother flicked her hand and more petals of ice swirled over the oncoming pirates.

Though, this time, she didn’t freeze them. Instead, her petals of ice ripped through them like tiny knives, leaving behind bloody messes.

Emlyn let out a soft whistle. “We should do what the woman says.”

“Why are you all intimidated by my mother?” I huffed, but I was happy to have my own task rather than trailing after her. Taking up the ask, I turned right and headed for the tower that pirates were rapidly trying to man.

An arrow shot down towards me, but Maribelle reached her hand out and caught it, tossing it to the side. She stayed glued to me.

“Your mother is actually scary,” Zuri commented, letting loose an arrow of light that exploded inside of the tower’s top, blinding and causing the pirates to scream.

“Yeah, but I got to tell her that I told her so earlier. It’s not like she’s always right.” I created two spikes of earth that impaled pirates rushing towards us. Being scary didn’t make everything she said correct.

Really, so many of these were fodder.

Emlyn side-stepped a rushing pirate, and with a flick of her sword, she cut his arm off before spinning and skewering him, opening up his side. He fell down in a rapidly forming pool of blood.

“I can’t believe you told her that,” Emlyn sighed.

“What? We came to warn her about the wyrm, and she didn’t believe us.” I pointed off into the mountains where the wyrm had already disappeared. “Clearly, we were right and she was wrong. Classic ‘I told you so’ opportunity, and there was no way that I was passing that up.”

Emlyn deadpanned at me, knocking an arrow out of the air while keeping the expression. “When she freezes you and drags you away later, I’m not stepping in.”

“You wouldn’t have anyways,” I huffed. “Really. You all just let her do what she wants. Besides, if I wanted to get away on my own, I could. It’s just most of the time, I deserve whatever is coming.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Aurelia muttered and everyone bobbed in agreement.

“Hey. Aren’t we fighting? Get your head in the battle,” I scolded them, only to get strange looks back.

Aurelia got to the base of the tower first, smashing in the door before reinforcing her kingdom blues and taking several hits as she crashed through the entrance.

I quickly made small half-inch spikes all over the ground outside the door to keep anyone else from coming in and attacking from behind.

Pirates were everywhere, swarming over the docks and spilling out into the city. We might be able to stop some at the tower, but inevitably, the city was going to get ransacked.

I knew exactly where my mother was at any time. Her passage was marked with ice and headed towards our family’s warehouses by the docks.

A clarion horn blew off in the distance, likely Hecate accomplishing her task and hopefully rousing the rest of the mages from their own hiding. It signaled a few more times before falling silent.

I paused and turned as Aurelia was thrown back against the wall. Half a dozen pirates pushed her together, two taking her sword out at the cost of their lives while the other four barreled her into the wall.

Emlyn stepped in before I had the chance, her sword ending three of them while Aurelia grabbed the fourth and broke him over her knee.

“Those two are violent,” Sienna commented.

“I think they have a little bit of a competition about who’s the better fighter.” Emlyn seemed to often have something to prove to Aurelia. “Come. Get healing.” I wasn’t going to let them push themselves too far yet.

Aurelia threw the man aside like a sack of potatoes and came my way, wiping a little blood from the corner of her mouth like I wouldn’t notice.

I didn’t comment on the blood. Instead, I placed my hands on either side of her head and gave her a deep, life magic-filled kiss before pulling back, turning her around and slapping her on the ass.

She glared at me over her shoulder as she went to kill more pirates.

“Was that wise, Sir?” Maribelle watched from my side as I stepped into the stone tower.

“The pirates might regret me making her angry, but I don’t think I will.” I sealed the tower behind us as Emlyn and Aurelia were already fighting their way up while counting.

Zuri, Maribelle, and Selina stayed back with Sienna and me. We had the privilege of strolling forward like a slow walk in the park as the others destroyed the pirates.

The entryway was clear except for one pirate who was just pretending to be dead. I spiked him and kept moving.

Several pirates fell down the stairs in front of us with lethal gashes in their chests and throats. Maribelle kicked them aside so that I didn’t trip.

“Thank you,” I acknowledged her efforts as I held Sienna’s hand.

The touching wasn’t for show. We were synced together, reading each other and ready to act at a moment’s notice.

“Say, where do you think you’d like to honeymoon after our wedding?” Sienna asked in the moment we were sharing.

I gasped. “Are you asking me to marry you? This is all too sudden. I haven’t had time to prepare. I definitely am not dressed for this.”

“Sometimes I understand why Emlyn wants to smack you upside the head,” Selina sighed from the side.

“Don’t be rude,” Sienna admonished her. “He just has a very hittable backside of his head. It’s just the perfect roundness for a clean, crisp smack.”

I chuckled at the thought of Emlyn trying to hit the back of my head if Freddie was still with me. The little wyrm would have snapped her fingers off, and I’d have to grow them back.

“Good luck with that.” I had another protective one at my side, Maribelle watched Selina’s arm closely.

“No. I was just thinking of the future.” Sienna got us back on topic.

“Oh. Well, maybe we can split it in half. I think I’d like to travel the countryside again now with a new perspective and ability to actually make a difference. Maybe there’s a nice place that’s a little country but not run down. It might be nice to relax somewhere that feels a little more like how I grew up rather than ornate palaces,” I answered honestly before flicking my hand and summoning a beam of light to blind a pirate that jumped out behind Emlyn.

Zuri shot him down with an arrow, and we kept walking up to the second floor like this was just a very red garden. Emlyn and Aurelia were fighting back-to-back, wearing through the pirates like a millstone at a bed of wheat.

“Oh. I think there are some resorts on a hill above the Azurbloom fields. I hear they are beautiful in the spring.”

I nodded along as I summoned a manticore claw in seconds. It ripped through the pirates a moment later. The claw of ice spun like a thrown knife, only far sturdier and with more force as blood splattered on the walls.

“That sounds nice. I don’t know how much the Royal Family will want me around them after this. Especially when my bunker falls on the Eighth Princess’ head.”

“Ard.” Sienna glared at me before her face split into a smile. “Although it wouldn’t be your fault, of course. The giant wyrm was trying to crack your bunker and she just got unlucky. Don’t beat yourself up over it,” she chuckled.

I glanced over my shoulder at Zuri. “Come up with a plan to make it seem real?” I really didn’t want this to end with me just imprisoning her, because we all knew that the second she got shipped back to the Capital, the shackles would come off and any investigation would be a farce.

“It is a little late, but we can collapse part of it when we evacuate it. We can try not to kill anyone else, but some should get injured as part of it otherwise, it’s a little suspicious.” Zuri tapped her chin in thought. “We could do the evacuation, and you could work your magic from nearby and come up late to help resolve the ‘collapse’?”

Sienna watched me. “Is it worth using up any goodwill you might have with the Royals on this?”

“I don’t think I have much to begin with,” I admitted. “The Second Prince probably won’t care much for me now that I’ve stopped letting Bianca pursue me. At best, he’s neutral. First Princess wants my head on a pike or wrapped around her finger. The First Prince is probably too dense to do more than try to suppress me, and the King would probably kill me, or so I’ve been told.” I shrugged. “Seems like I should just get ready to deal with them.”

My manticore claw made a full cycle around the room and came back covered in blood. Emlyn and Aurelia finished off the remaining pirates before looking to the stairs that led to the roof.

“I killed more,” Emlyn stated.

“No way,” Aurelia huffed. “Ard, you saw who got more, right?”

I held up my hands in surrender. “It was a tie, wasn’t it?”

“He’ll fight the Royal Family, but won’t get between those two?” Selina asked.

“One is worth the cost, the other only leads to suffering,” I chuckled and moved to check on my two lovely anchors, giving each of them enough life magic to make sure that they were whole and healthy. “Let’s see what’s on the top of this tower.”

Before I could make any headway up, Maribelle pulled me back as a curved blade passed through where I’d been, and a woman with sickles for arms appeared.

“Close one.” I summoned a blossom of fire in front of me. Each of the petals were firm in my mind while I compressed the fire magic within and then I opened it up.

The directional explosion rocked the tower and shattered one of the walls as the blessed pirate flipped to the side, wincing and favoring a side that was clearly burned.

“That’s new,” Sienna commented.

“Yeah, well, I’ve been working on my magic. Now that I’ve seen a wyrm though, it’s pretty tempting to try and mimic one of them.” I smiled.

“Don’t try to breathe fire. More than a few mages have brutally injured themselves trying that.” Sienna watched me closely.

My eyes sparkled at the thought.

Emlyn groaned. “You had to put that in his head. I think he meant he was going to make a fire magic wyrm.”

I pointed at Emlyn. “But breathing fire sounds pretty incredible!”

The pirate looked between all of us and scowled, rushing me.

Maribelle moved between the pirate and me, catching blades on her shoulders before punching her dagger into the pirate’s chest. “Do not disturb Sir when he is speaking.”

The blade arms threatened to cut Maribelle’s arms off, but the petite maid headbutted the pirate before grabbing further up her arms and swinging her into a wall.

“As I was saying, my magic has made vast improvement.”

The wall reached out and grabbed the pirate, forming bands that thickened and pressed her tightly to the wall. The stone bands squeezed and squeezed as the pirate’s eyes bugged out and she coughed up blood as I crushed her chest.

Emlyn’s blade finished her. “Don’t drag it out.”

“I wasn’t. It is surprisingly hard to crush something with stone magic,” I answered before pausing. “Except if you drop a giant stone on someone, but then is magic doing the crushing or is gravity?” I turned to Maribelle, my tutor, as I stepped up and dipped Missy’s pendant in the pirate’s blood and felt a rush of it working.

I looked over, noting that Maribelle’s arms were healed over, with new fashionable cuts in her sleeves. She was considering my question. “Gravity is doing the work technically, but the work can only act because magic lifted the rock.”

I clicked my tongue. “Guess that’s a trick question.”

I stepped out on top of the tower, finding that the pirates that had been on that floor had already rushed down to fight on the floor below. Instead, I was greeted with the grisly scene of the city’s current state. Faylin had certainly seen better days.


Chapter 41


Icoughed into my sleeve as my eyes stung at all the smoke. The city was burning. Thankfully, the docks were spared because it was mostly stone, wet stone at that.

Yet the smoke clung to the air, floated over the docks, and invaded my senses.

“The city,” Sienna gasped.

“It will be rebuilt,” I spoke calmly, as if rebuilding were but an afternoon task for me. “The people are what we need to protect.”

From several stories up, I could see what was happening all around me and across the city. The pirates had long pushed past the docks, raiding into the city proper, and even some were coming back with loot already.

I clicked my tongue, watching them scurry off with goods and wishing I could get to them all. Yet the truth was I needed to focus my efforts.

Other mages had come up by now, but the Brighthaven’s beams of lights could be seen cutting through the smoke at their estate, halfway across the city. They were useless for the current challenge.

What held my attention was my mother freezing a swath through the docks and protecting our warehouses, as well as the part of the city behind it. I might call her selfish if she weren’t a single woman and single-handedly putting a quarter of the city out of the pirates’ reach.

She sat in her chair with Kim next to her, killing anyone that came within a hundred yards of their location. Pirates had begun noticing the pile of corpses and started steering clear.

I continued scanning, freezing as I saw a sight I had not expected. Two Graystone mages were being hauled down the street, chained like slaves.

I nudged Sienna and pointed through the haze. “Are those your family?” It seemed wild to me that mages could be captured.

Sienna’s eyes lit with a fire. “They are. Their anchors are dead.”

Through the smoke and fire, a horse strode with a crocodile man on his back.

I didn’t need any more reason to act. “We can stop them before they get them back to the docks.” I was feeling rather heroic at the moment, and I thought I would ride the high.

“Ard. Your mother said to take and hold the tower,” Emlyn reminded me.

“Yeah, and you were just saying that she isn’t that scary. We can leave Sienna and Selina to hold the tower?” I offered, wanting to save the mages. I had once been attacked without my anchors and kidnapped; I knew what it felt like to be vulnerable and targeted.

“I’ll stay with them,” Zuri answered. “Between Selina and I, we can at the very least get her back to your mother no matter what happens.”

“Perfect, though please try and avoid that from happening. My mother knowing that I snuck off to go fight a pirate captain is something we want to avoid.”

Emlyn squinted at me, and I could only shrug. My mother was a little terrifying.

“Get going. I can keep the tower myself.” Sienna seemed to have something to prove and started to make spikes on the first floor as well as on the stairs.

“The lady says so.” Maribelle scooped me up, pressing me tight to her chest and jumped from the tower.

Emlyn and Aurelia followed after us. I let out a whoop as we landed, and Maribelle only slightly winced as she shook her legs out and put me down.

Pirates in the area turned to look at us, but I killed them with a flick of my wrist and a spinning manticore claw of ice before they could even figure out what to do with me.

Those deaths caused several others to try to rush me and overwhelm me. My anchors leapt into action, holding them off while I carved a bloody path through the docks.

I was starting to see how a mage without their anchors could be taken captive. It was hard to watch your own back, and an anchor could shrug off blades and arrows. There was also the fact that using magic without an anchor would curse you to become a corrupted, but I did not like to think about that possible outcome.

“Keep going.” I pushed forward with three claws rotating around me, shredding hapless pirates.
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Gwen narrowed her eyes through the smoke, focusing on the tower that Ard was supposed to be staying inside and keeping. It was the perfect spot for her to keep watch so that she could help if he became overwhelmed.

The smoke from the city was growing denser, but she could have sworn that she saw someone jump out of the top.

“Going to lock your son up when you get back?” Kim’s finger sparked as she pointed it.

A thin but powerful bolt of lightning raced over the docks, catching a pirate square in the head and dropping him with a smoldering spot between the eyes. The impressive part about that spell was how well the power of her lightning stayed despite the range.

“I don’t have the faintest idea of what you are talking about.” Gwen sat proudly on her wheeled chair as if it were a throne. “Did you see them leave the tower?”

“No, but he most assuredly will. If he has half of your stubbornness or Harry’s sense of adventure, he won’t stay up there. Really, you can’t coddle him forever,” Kim argued.

Gwen snapped her fingers, and frozen vines covered in thorns tore a pirate apart in a bloody mess. “Sure I can. I just got him back, Kim.”

“Yeah, but he won’t be a little boy just because you wish it to be so.” Kim zapped another pirate and turned to notice that a deployment of guards were making their way over. Lightning danced around her palm before zipping out in the shape of a wolf, dancing past the guards and exploding behind them and protecting their rear.

Gwen glanced at the woman’s spell, wondering if Kim even bothered to advance her spells. Then again, Kim had always been a woman who believed in having fewer tools, just being better at using them. “Won’t stop me from trying. What are all these pirates even doing?”

“Dying.” Kim took another out. “At least, on this side of town, they're dying. On the other side… don’t know. Can’t see through the smoke. But Brighthaven retreated, the cowards. Without their mages and Virel in the streets, I don’t think Thorne or Graystone is going to hold back the pirates for long. So the pirates are probably ransacking the city and will keep doing so unless you stop holding back.”

Gwen narrowed her eyes at her longtime friend, one of the only people she would let speak to her that way. “Careful.”

Kim snorted. “You play your cards so close to your chest that most wouldn’t even realize that you were in the game.”

“That’s the best way to play; otherwise, people might try and take advantage,” Gwen shot back. Her eyes snapped to the guards as Kim’s anchor blocked a sword and jumped back.

But the sword was not needed. Gwen spotted what the anchor had seen. Even if Brighthaven had run the guards, they’d never be so unwashed under their helmets. These were imposters trying to get closer to take out the threat.

Gwen snapped her fingers, and a garden of frozen vines sprang to life around her before another snap had the ice vines engulfing the oncoming pirates, tearing them apart.

One broke free of the mess and jumped high into the air with a large, heroic-looking sword.

As he came down, petals of ice tried to shred him, but his skin was as tough as an anchor. Then the petals swirled, carrying him over Gwen and Kim. More vines wrapped around his ankles and held him still as Gwen lifted a finger. A single thorn of immense magical power punched through the resilient pirate like he was a sheet of paper.

Kim watched calmly. “Lovely. Now, could you heal Mark? He’s good to me.” She glanced at her anchor. “You should get a few young strapping anchors. That maid is pretty, but we both know that’s not your preference. And honestly, she makes me very suspicious. There’s something about her.”

Gwen narrowed her eyes. She had a promise to keep to the goddess hiding in her household. So, instead, she wheeled herself over and reached down to touch Kim’s anchor, healing the nasty gash on his shoulder. “Are you not concerned about Selina?”

“She’s a big girl. I let her fly out of the nest, like you should be doing.” Kim gave her a look. “Maybe if you find a few handsome anchors, you could get another little one to fill that void.”

“And why don’t you have a dozen little ones?” Gwen asked pointedly.

“What do you know? You’ve been asleep for a decade. Maybe I do.” Kim gave her a sheepish grin. “Oh look, is that your son rushing across the docks?”

Gwen’s head snapped up to see the flash of Aurelia’s hair amid the smoke as she cut apart several pirates. Gwen let out a deep, motherly sigh. “That damned brat is going to make me go gray.”
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I had made our way swiftly across the docks with Emlyn, Aurelia, and Maribelle. After a few groups of pirates had clashed with us and failed gloriously, those with an arm load of treasure seemed to be avoiding our group as they made an escape to their boats.

I let them go; at the moment, they were not my target.

Captain Raz was up ahead, mounted heroically on the corrupted in Cyam’s body. The two Graystone mages were shackled to the back as he led them to the pier.

I gritted my teeth, not letting my head get clouded with anger.

Even if the pirates had only been part of the attack, they had almost killed little Freddie. And based on how they’d waited just outside of range, they had known about the wyrm.

I held my hands together, forming three manticore claws in quick succession. “Emlyn, get the men. Aurelia, free the mages. Maribelle, cover me.”

The three claws raced across the space and tore the metal chains from the captive mages before circling back to the corrupted. As the claws neared the corrupted, a wall of fire sprang up to block the attack. It wasn’t enough to hold them off, but it was enough to stall them.

Captain Raz spun, swinging his ax and shattered two of them while the third broke through and cut the corrupted, but not enough to even stop it. The horse reared back and kicked out fireballs as the pirate clung to its mane and held on.

The ax in his hand grew green veins that extended all the way down to the corrupted and healed it.

“Ah. We meet again, young mage.” The pirate recognized me and let out a hearty laugh. “If only you had the resolve to kill me last time and let your woman die. If you had, then you would have saved so many people in this disaster.” He waved his ax around with a smug toothy smile.

At least, that’s the vibe I got. It was hard to read that crocodilian face of his.

What I hated most was that his words stung with a hint of truth, but I would not let him manipulate me. He was the one that chose to attack innocent people and involve a poor little baby wyrm. Damn bastard would pay for hurting Freddie.

“Funny you mention her.” I gestured to Emlyn who tore through the pirates around him. “Meet Emlyn. She’s a little rough around the edges, but that sword of hers is almost as sharp as her tongue. I’m sure she’d like the opportunity for a rematch.”

Emlyn socked a pirate in the face, sending the large man sprawling and swung her sword around lazily as she measured up Captain Raz. “Here I thought you’d have more of those crocodiles to ambush people.”

Aurelia pulled away the two Graystone mages. “Oh, I don’t know if you could handle him, Em. Maybe you should let me.”

“Mine,” Emlyn growled as she shot forward, her entire body wreathed in lightning as she tried to pierce straight for the pirate captain.

I threw up two barriers of ice, one to block fire from the corrupted horse and one to clear her path.

She didn’t even concern herself with the magic around her, completely trusting me to manage it. Her sword clashed with the pirate captain’s ax, sending sparks into the air as the two of them exchanged blows several times.

Yet the pirate’s ax was swinging from above, limiting the power that Emlyn could put into her strikes if she were to meet them. Meanwhile, the corrupted was trying to turn and get an angle that it could strike at her with its teeth or hooves.

Emlyn danced around all of the hits, fending off the ax and gouging the corrupted several times before I had to throw a wedge of ice between her and the corrupted as it scorched the ground around it in a wave of fire.

The wedge of ice weathered the blast, only melting the edges before Emlyn came around it with her sword, skimming the weapon over the ground as she swung for all she was worth.

Yet the pirate captain laughed as his heavy ax met her sword and overpowered it. “Little girls shouldn’t be on the battlefield. You’d be worth more warming a powerful man’s bed.”

“Uh oh.” I nearly choked as Emlyn screamed and abandoned her swing to grab onto the corrupted’s neck. Lightning magic poured off her skin and along the corrupted’s body.

The horse screamed, and I cringed at the sound. I knew it was not Cyam, but it still sounded like him.

The corrupted was badly shocked as Emlyn threw herself back away from the next ax swing. In the time it had taken for Captain Raz to recover from blocking her fake swing, Emlyn had badly burnt the corrupted with her lightning magic.

Yet it had been wasteful. And I knew she was running low. Her anger had overpowered her sense, and I could not wait to remind her of that in the future.

“Aurelia, stall him.” I didn’t give Emlyn a chance to argue and touched the ground, ripping the stone out from under Emlyn’s feet and dragging her back to me.

The pirate captain jeered and kicked his steed into a gallop to race after her.

As he moved, Aurelia slammed into the horse’s side with the full force of a runaway cart and knocked it off balance. “Not a chance!”

Aurelia roared and put her feet underneath her before fire flared between her boots and the ground. She distorted the horse’s chest and exploded off the ground, tossing the captain off of his mount.

Fireballs barraged over Aurelia as the corrupted threw a fit at the attack. But Aurelia was made for fire. She weathered the fire and explosions, her red hair whipping from the blasts.

I grabbed Emlyn and poured life magic into her before kissing her and opening the sphere of the wolf. I recharged her full of lightning. Thankfully, the process didn’t take long. We were almost like one; there was no resistance between us and our magic. My magic flowed into her like a raging river, filling her up in short order.

“Now that he’s off the horse, I think it’s a fair fight. Thank Aurelia for that later.” I grinned as I knew I had ignited her competitiveness.

Emlyn only said ‘thanks’ with a glance before charging back into battle.

“She could be a little more thankful,” I said as Maribelle tore a man’s arm off and beat another with it.

“I think we are too busy, Sir.” Maribelle tossed the arm aside and stood like a demure maid, only a little blood betraying her true self.

“Fair.” I made a shelter of ice spikes as the corrupted charged Aurelia who was still recovering.

Fire met ice, and the horse was slowed slightly as it shattered its way through. Aurelia rolled out of the way, slashing down the horse’s side. This time, she didn’t have Maribelle to finish the attack, but I could protect both of them as they fought.

Even if it was flashy to kill things with a big spell, sometimes smaller moves had more effect. As the corrupted rounded on Aurelia for another charge, I sent a ripple through the stone and caused its hooves to miss their steps.

My anchor took the chance and left several deep gouges along the horse’s flank and pressed her advantage.

Emlyn, on the other hand, was having more trouble. Though the pirate captain was no longer astride the horse using the height to his advantage, he was still powerful and even more agile now that he was on the ground and not limited to the horse’s movements.

Switching to lightning—after using that earth magic, I had plenty in my soul—I threw a spray of lightning over and around Emlyn as I tried to help her.

The pirate captain winced from my lightning, yet at this range, it wasn’t nearly as impactful as Kim’s. She’d been able to pop heads at this distance. That was the difference between me and a skilled mage at present.

So, when my magic wasn’t keeping its strength over a long distance, I would just have to increase the magic. I opened up the wolf sphere and poured both earth and lightning magic into my soul in huge quantities before blasting out a storm of lightning that chipped at the pier that Captain Raz was slowly backing onto.

Lightning forked and hit his leg hard enough to lock it up as he fell to a single knee, the ax and the green veins working to heal him.

Emlyn didn’t let up, bearing down on him trying to take his head. The water underneath him burbled and frothed for a moment before a massive jaw rose up.

“Emlyn!” I screamed, but it seemed that I didn’t need to be worried.

She sensed the attack, shooting backwards as the giant crocodile monster snapped through the pier where she’d just been standing.

The pirate captain stood up easily and laughed at her, as if it had all been his plan before he dove into the water.

I threw manticore claws of ice at the captain, but the monstrous crocodile moved to cover for him, cutting it deeply. It sank into the water even as a horde of crocodiles came up on the shore, giving Emlyn pause as she had to dance back, killing several of them.

Aurelia had pressed the corrupted to the end of the line. It was bleeding heavily and throwing flickers of flame to try and keep her back. Though it was tempting to finish it quickly, I let her have the kill as she pushed through the fires and severed its head, ending a long overdue chase for the corrupted.

“Damnit.” Emlyn kicked a crocodile with a lightning magic-powered foot that sent blood flying high into the sky. “Going to kill that bastard. Ard, help me get out there.”

“And siege all those pirates on their own ships? Pass.” I gave her an unamused look. “If you have the energy, kill the ones we have still on the docks.”

There was an angry glint in her eyes as she dashed past me to vent her anger out on the poor pirates still on land.

I sort of felt sorry for them.


Chapter 42


Elder Brighthaven flicked his finger, and the orb floating behind him expanded into a sun with many rays of light, each one piercing the forehead of a pirate. That one move took down over a dozen in an instant, all of them falling to the ground with a hole burnt through the center of their heads.

“Elder, there are no reports coming in.” His panicked secretary pulled at her skirt that had caught soot from a passing building.

“I didn’t expect any.”

The orb floating over his head barely kept away the orange light of the burning city around him. His house would lose much from the disaster, but it was another opportunity to accept aid from the Royal Family and cement their ties. He had learned early on that trust could be earned by becoming indebted to others. It gave them the upper hand, but it also created close ties.

Letting the Royal Family be the senior one in a relationship wasn’t a shame.

Another troop of pirates, this one with their arms full, tried to cross the street, only for a thin beam of light to enter each of their heads as well, killing them before they managed to lose the happy smiles on their face.

They must have felt they’d won out with the loot they had acquired.

“The wyrm has left?” Elder Brighthaven asked.

“Confirmed. Someone was on the horn, we assume to let the city know.” His secretary walked with him. “Two anchors are checking to see how far it has retreated into the mountains to confirm.”

Elder Brighthaven strolled through the street, sending out beams of light to cut out burning wood and turn what was on fire into smoldering ashes. That way, the fire would have nothing to fuel itself. “Tell everyone to push slowly out and ensure that we are carefully clearing the way.”

House Brighthaven would come out of the entire debacle rather healthy. Parts of the city would need rebuilt, but that was a week of Graystone labor. His family had fared well, protected at their compound.

Other families may have suffered, the Aldis and Virel families among them, but that would only position his family stronger. All in all, not a bad day.

The two smaller houses would crumble eventually anyway, and with that, their power in the Enclave. Unlike them, House Brighthaven was on the rise and would only grow stronger through this.

What concerned him most was not that young four-sphere, but instead Gwen Aldis. He had only seen her briefly during the conflict with his son, but Maximillian was not a pushover.

The way she had overpowered him was concerning. She had been an astounding mage in her prime, but he had assumed she had come back depleted. It seemed the opposite may have occurred. Sometimes hardship didn’t weaken some; instead, it only made them stronger.

Elder Brighthaven stepped on a small shield of light and lifted himself above the roofline of the city before he turned the sphere over his shoulder into a miniature sun and rays shot out in every direction. Over a hundred of the rays burned outward, each finding a scavenger in the city and boring a hole through their head.

He didn’t want to miss any rats, so he moved slowly section by section through the city, starting with the areas nearest the Brighthaven Estate. Then he moved towards their warehouses. Every time a pirate was spotted, another piercing ray of light would extinguish them.

He turned to take the next area, spotting great ice magic at work by the docks. He scoffed. That woman wasn’t as weak as that wheeled chair made her seem.

A flicker of rapid movement caught his eyes, but they passed before he could attack, heading right for a group of guards.

Elder Brighthaven moved fast on his shield of light, following until he was right above them, his beams taking them out and their bodies sliding to the feet of his guards.

“What do we have here?” He cut off the heavy robes that covered their bodies, only to see the markings of mage-forged covering their skin.

“Gather your men,” he spoke to the guards. “Find the mages of my family and protect them with your lives.”

These rats must have came in during the chaos, which meant this was planned from many angles. Elder Brighthaven had a responsibility to the city, but ensuring his family remained strong was paramount.
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Two Virel mages walked through the street, stealing the fires from buildings and cooling burning embers with each wave of their hands.

“Behind us,” an anchor spoke and spun with a slashed of their sword, just in time to catch a heavily robed figure.

The mages tore the oncoming figures apart with fire, only for more to pour out from the sides.

“Mage-forged,” a mage shouted, recognizing their foes from Garrish and blasting a wave of fire all around them.

Yet the knowledge of their attacker’s strength didn’t help them as the enhanced soldiers quickly overwhelmed their anchors and arrows started to fly at the mages, forcing them to protect themselves.

Agile mage-forged swept in around the barriers and buried knives into the mages. The mage-forged that died did not matter. Their strength and overwhelming force was the strategy for those that had sent them. They were a disposable force meant to die in the pursuit of killing Avente mages.

One Virel Mage spat blood as fire burst forth from every angle, scouring the crowd of mage forged, his dying anchors and even his sister. If they were to die, they would take as many mage forged as they could with them.

His sister saw his efforts and redoubled them with her own, the two of them setting the world around them on fire.

[image: image-placeholder]


“You aren’t going to put Cyam back?” Aurelia asked as I tucked the pendant back into my shirt.

I still felt a high from it sucking whatever it had out of Cyam’s body. It did something with souls, so it made sense that it could extract power from the corrupted’s soul.

“Not after you decapitated him!” I gestured at Cyam’s dead body before straightening up. “Besides, he doesn’t want to go. He likes being my shadow.” I put my hand out and his head rose out for some scratches.

Pirates were starting to flee from the city as quickly as they could. It seemed that the mages of Avente were coming out in force, and the pirates knew when their time was up. They were working to leave while they still could.

Given that the pier we were on was smashed, they avoided it, sometimes rushing to the ends of other piers and jumping off straight into the water with their loot tied to their backs.

Four Trevis Mages, the brothers and another two, came out of the smoke. It turned out they were part of what was driving the pirates out of the city. It was a damn shame those two brothers didn’t get themselves killed, but I was glad they weren’t entirely useless.

I heard Emlyn busy stabbing behind me. She’d been at it for a while, kicking crocodiles back and stabbing those that were too stubborn to give up. The mass of them were covering the pirates’ retreat.

It had only been five or six hours since the clarion calls, but incomprehensible damage had been done to Faylin.

I sighed, tensing up as a prickle on the back of my neck caught my attention. I turned, instantly seeking out what had set my hair on end. Somehow, through all of the smoke and chaos, I could feel my mother’s glare. “Ahem. Maybe we should get going. Meet back up with my mother?”

“I thought she wasn’t scary,” Emlyn chided me before kicking the teeth out of a crocodile that snapped at her boots. “Going to make boots from these guys just so I can walk on them for the rest of my life.”

“You really hate crocodiles now, huh?” I teased her.

“You bet.” She jumped back to my side. “Now, let’s go meet your mother and tell her about all the tower guarding we did.” She winked.

“How about we quietly say we did what we were told and don’t actually lie to her,” I whistled as we started heading back across the docks.

As we got closer, the smoke cleared, and my mother’s glare was obvious as she watched me come closer.

Kim slowly shook her head. “How was that tower?” she spoke over all the noise as we approached.

“Great. Really great. Took it down and did the things. You know,” I rambled. “On the other hand, we killed the corrupted that we…” I trailed off, glancing at Kim and realizing I couldn’t quite finish my sentence. It involved my soul magic.

“Isn’t the corrupted already frozen in the basement?” my mother asked pointedly.

“Yeah. But you know, the other thing.” I shot a glance at Kim again, so that my mother would get the message.

“I don’t recall that other thing.” My mother leaned on her hand, feigning confusion. “You got the corrupted months ago and today you got the tower. What else could you possibly need?”

Beads of sweat were running down my back that had nothing to do with the fires or the smoke. My mother was in a bad mood.

“Well, you see… the pirate captain that almost killed Emlyn was out there.” I waved behind us. “And he was riding on this magical horse. We killed the horse, but the pirate captain got away.” I gestured towards the ships. “He is blessed by some god and had a crocodile head; he’s also the one that brought those.”

I pointed to the line of dead crocodiles by my mother’s position.

“Uh huh. So he almost killed Emlyn?” she asked.

“Yup. So we tried to pay the favor back. He’s got a magical ax too. I think he’s in charge of the pirates.” I nodded rapidly and turned to Emlyn who looked away, leaving me on my own against my mother.

“Well then. We shouldn’t let him get away,” she replied calmly.

“Yea— wait what?” I replayed what she said in my head. “He’s going to sail away. On the water. Where it’s hard for us to follow?”

My mother shrugged and started rolling in her wheeled chair towards the pier.

Kim gave me a big thumbs up and a wink, but she stayed quiet.

I saw several powerful looking dead pirates and quickly took out the goddess’ pendant. I dipped the necklace in their blood. Each gave me a small rush, and I continued after my mother in a hurry. “So, how are we going to stop him?”

My mother continued rolling to the edge of the docks where a platform of ice rose from the water to cradle her chair. “We’ll sink his ships of course. Kim, stay back and make sure Sienna gets out of the tower safely.”

“Can do.” Kim snapped her a small salute and turned back to head towards the tower.

With her gone, that left my mother, myself, and three of my anchors on the small float of ice.

“Son, you should not have left the tower,” my mother said with an eerie calm that made me shift from side to side where I stood.

“Thankfully, I have fantastic anchors that kept me safe.” I tried to give them credit.

“The strength you displayed was seen. I can only assume that you put on a good show, which means that when we finish here, I expect a letter taking you to the front lines with Garrish to arrive within the next month,” she sighed.

I opened my mouth and then closed it without saying anything. What could I say to that? She was probably right. Carmilla would absolutely love to ship me off to the war where anything could happen to me. My manticore claws were officially at the adept level for a spell. I could graduate from the Enclave, even if I had barely attended.

“Before you go, you need to understand what Elder Mages are really capable of doing. I’m sure you have an inkling, but you have to see it for yourself. Besides, I need to give Carmilla a reason to stop trying to mess with you.”

That didn’t quite make sense to me. Unless…

We were getting closer to the pirate ships. Several were turning their sides to us. Cannons boomed and metal balls ripped through the air.

My mother lifted a hand in response. Several icy walls rose up around the platform, catching one of the cannonballs and protecting us.

“You see. As you form your adept spell, that’s just the first step towards being a true mage. You can continue to reinforce your realization and make it more flexible so that your standard spells can stop a cannon ball. It’s a measure of your willpower and how much you can force that realization on the world. Next is a True Spell.”

She turned her palm around, and one of the boats had an icy patch form underneath it that blossomed with frozen rose bushes. Those bushes quickly climbed up the side of the boat. “A True Spell is hard to measure, but it should cover a larger area while being hard enough to withstand an adept spell or two. Of course, its power shouldn’t be neglected.”

She clenched her fist, and the rose bushes tightened around the hull of the boat, causing it to creak.

More cannonballs slammed into the barriers that she had erected. At this point, multiple ships had dialed in their aim and were hammering her barriers, but they didn’t even crack.

“This is the power of a True Mage.” She clenched her fist tighter and the boat shattered. Gwen snapped her fingers and all of the ice exploded into swirling shards that ripped the boat apart until it was nothing more than splinters.

Anyone on board was completely gone and unrecognizable in an instant.

“I thought you said you were going to show me the power of an Elder Mage,” I said.

She turned to glare at me. “Patience. I’m proving a point.”

“Please continue.” I gestured forward gracefully.

It was impressive as hell. Yet, at the same time after seeing Virel’s giant flaming sword, this was expected.

“When it comes to a Grand Spell by an Elder Mage, there is no limit. Should Aurelia’s Great-Great Aunt have been here, she might have been able to defeat that wyrm and made it look simple. Continuing to hone your will has no limits. Yet this should be enough for a Grand Spell.” My mother lifted her hand and concentrated for a moment even as cannonballs continued to pelt her barriers.

Some of the ships had already turned and were trying to escape.

Yet the surface of the water began to fill with ice.

First it was a bunch of fist-sized chunks that became the size of heads. Then they merged into ones the size of a cart. Then they grew bigger until the entire armada of ships was locked in one giant floating sheet of ice. Thorny vines grew from the ground, each blossoming little roses of ice as vines wrapped around each of the ships.

My mother turned to me, holding eye contact and snapped her finger.

The roses exploded, filling the air with enough frozen petals that it was like standing amid a blizzard, and they shredded the sails of all the boats.

I had to shield my face against the wind, even though the petals stayed clear of us. It was suddenly like being atop a windy peak and the air tried to rip the coat off my back.

The rush of wind ended as soon as it began, and the ships were all frozen as if they’d been there for years and not a shred of sail remained.

“Huh. I thought you were going to sink them all,” I said.

“Why would I do that?” My mother pursed her lips as if this had been her idea the whole time. “Those are valuable ships. If we collect them now, we’ll greatly expand our merchant operations.” She grinned at me. “Well, by ‘we’, I mean you. Please go ahead and take them for House Aldis.” She waved and the walls of ice protecting us shattered.

There were no more cannons firing; all of them had been frozen solid.

Even though I kept my bravado around my mother, she had just completed a terrifying display of magic.

“So… why didn’t you just do this from the beginning?” I turned to my mother who deadpanned.

The ice underneath me cracked, and she floated away.

“Ard,” Emlyn sighed.

“What? That was a legitimate question.” I threw my hands into the air. “If she could have frozen them all from the start, then…”

“Come on.” Emlyn dragged me forward. “She must have her reasons. Perhaps she didn’t want to exhaust herself in front of Elder Brighthaven.”

“Your mother did this not to stop the pirates but to show the rest of the Kingdom that she and by extension, you, aren’t to be trifled with.” Maribelle followed after us. “This puts your mother up next to Carmilla for the next potential elder seat. It is dangerous for her.”

“I feel like that just puts a giant target on her back.” I frowned.

“It does. Which is likely why she kept it hidden,” Maribelle explained. “She put the target on her back now so that she could shade you from getting your own.”

I glanced over my shoulder at my mother’s lonely figure in the wheeled chair, only to remember that she had just frozen an entire pirate armada. The little trickster, she had been hiding the whole time.

“You shouldn’t be afraid of her still,” I told Emlyn.

She scoffed. “No, I’m not afraid of your mother. I’m terrified. That woman could freeze me and grind me up into Emlyn-flavored-ice cream in seconds. And she’s very protective of you.”

“You wouldn’t taste very good.” I earned myself a glare. “What? Blood isn’t tasty, unless you are some sort of monster. Hey, Aurelia, if she starts drinking blood, we should make sure to put her in your family’s bestiary.”

“Come on,” Aurelia sighed. “We have some pirate ships to clear out.”


Chapter 43


Ice crunched under my boots as I walked up to the frozen ships with my anchors. The pirates who had been unlucky enough to be on the deck during my mother’s Grand Spell were frozen over, and those inside were wary enough that they were quiet, like mice hiding in the cupboards.

“Keep the boats intact. My mother wanted to keep these,” I told my anchors as we approached the first boat. With a raise of my hand, the icy ground underneath us broke off and lifted us up to the deck.

A pirate poked his head out, and I sent a spike of ice to bury itself in his eye.

“There we go,” Emlyn said. “Maybe one day, you’ll be more terrifying than your mother.”

“Doubt it. I’m a lover, not a fighter,” I said. “Restoring the city sounds fun, though. We’ll make a big show of it and win over the populace.”

“Already planning?” Maribelle asked.

“Popularity of the populace can provide a certain protection,” I explained, removing the ice from the doorway so that Emlyn could get inside. “It’s not like there’s another way out. Just go in and kill them all,” I told her.

Emlyn had a grin on her face as she hurried down into the bowels of the ship, making pirates scream.

I turned to Maribelle. “Yeah. If I’m a favorite of the people, Carmilla can’t send me off to certain death, at least not any way that is obvious. The entire social order that puts her on top is still based on keeping the rabble happy enough that they don’t take up arms.”

“Would they risk upsetting that balance to kill you?” Aurelia asked. “Sometimes you have to be willing to sacrifice to kill a difficult monster.”

I nodded along. “Sure, I’m a giant threat to the Royal Family. But as of now, the war is providing cover for me to train to the point that I can’t be casually killed by keeping the King and the First Prince occupied. Carmilla wants to play her games; though with those clearly over, I need to watch my back. She’s likely going to decide to escalate now that I’ve shown more power, and she’s lost a few of her assets.” I pointedly stared at Maribelle who had slaughtered her people in the street.

She put her hands behind her back and pressed her chest forward. “I was foiling an assassination plot against you.”

“Great job.” I put my arm around her waist. “At this point, living to the next day might just become my goal. While we are out of Carmilla’s reach at the moment, that’s not going to last come spring.”

There were screams down below deck until all sounds abruptly halted, and Emlyn came out dragging a body behind her. “I think this one is for your goddess.” She threw it down on the ground.

This pirate was twisted up like an octopus and looked particularly purple, like they weren’t made for the cold.

I dipped my pendant in their blood. “That makes… six? Yeah. Six.” I nodded. “Four more and I get something from Missy.”

“Make it worth it,” Emlyn said, rolling her shoulders.

I took her hand and healed whatever injury she had. “Oh absolutely. Next ship?” I lifted our platform of ice a few inches for everyone to step on and rose into the sky again.

By this point, the pirates were coming out of their boats and gathering towards one ship that was cocked at an angle from where the ice had lifted it up. They were leaning on their best advantage, which was strength in numbers. It wouldn’t save them, but I understood the strategy.

It was easy to see that this ship was the largest ship in the fleet. The bow was lined with a railing shaped like large teeth that made it look like a crocodile’s maw, which only further validated who was the captain of that ship.

“Hey look. They are going to make it easy for us and group up together.” I pointed down towards the boat. It was tempting to pepper it with stones, but I wanted to keep the boats whole for my mother. I wanted to bring her the biggest boat as a present. Maybe she would forget any punishment later for leaving the tower.

I would just need to find some way to make the crocodile look less menacing so that it looked more like a merchant ship and less like a pirate ship. Maybe I could give the crocodile a big bow, or put a lollipop in its mouth.

Someone on the ship pointed up at us, and they all started shouting and lifting what ranged weapons they had to try and harry me with arrows. Thankfully, they weren’t using cannons at the moment. I could block mundane arrows all day long.

“Drop us onto the boat.” Aurelia had her sword out.

“Why would I do that?” I threw down two manticore claws, growing them large enough to cut a horse in half and spun them both like wheels as they tore through the pirates below while I buffed my nails on my chest. “Really, my mother isn’t that big of a deal.”

“Say that when she’s in the room,” Emlyn spoke up.

“No thanks. I prefer to avoid conflict,” I said quickly.

A man that looked like a walking rock shattered one of my claws, while another that had big bat wings melted another. The one with wings took flight, breathing fire and trying to melt my platform.

“I’m jumping,” Aurelia told me before she hurled herself off towards the bat-winged pirate. She grabbed onto it and rode it down to the deck, landing with a boom.

“Cheater.” Emlyn kissed me for life magic and threw herself off, landing like an explosive bolt of lightning and scattering pirates.

I turned to Maribelle. “Going to go make an explosive entrance?”

“I’d rather not,” she said, taking my arm and shoving it between her breasts. “Right now, I get you all to myself.”

“To protect me,” I added.

“Sure.” She wasn’t convincing at all. The selfish little maid.

Oh well, I wasn’t heartbroken by how it turned out.

Emlyn and Aurelia’s loud arrival attracted the attention of powerful pirates, while I dropped another two manticore claws to deal with the fodder.

Despite the ship looking like Captain Raz’s, he was nowhere to be found. I searched the deck for any sign of the pirate captain, knowing that the fight would not end until he was gone. And I was not looking to let him get away again, not when my mother had trapped him from his escape.

“Maribelle, watch my back.” I dropped the ice platform by the helm and let go of my spheres for a moment to dip into my soul magic.

I reached out, sensing all that I could quickly. I quickly found the souls of the pirates that Emlyn and Aurelia were fighting, as well as several clusters of those still hiding away in their ships.

A large soul swam under the ice, and I tried to look over the edge of the ship to spot what it was. Yet all I could see was a dark shadow underneath the ice. My mind went to the giant crocodile monster that had destroyed the pier. It would make sense that it was still nearby.

Could the captain have not returned to his ship yet, before my mother had frozen the fleet? That would mean that he was still trapped under the ice, along with his monster.

The large soul swam away but then turned and began flying back towards the boat.

The ice beside the boat cracked, pushing upwards for a moment before it resettled and I felt the creature swim away again. It was trying to break through.

“Crocodiles can’t breathe underwater,” Maribelle commented from the side. “If it is under all of this ice, then it will drown.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad,” I commented before it made another pass, slamming into the ice from below, sending chunks flying.

Emlyn was making quick work of the pirates on the deck. She and Aurelia fought well together, even if I would never tell them that to their faces. It was better if they still thought that they were locked in competition.

The ice buckled again. This time, it gave way as the monster retreated, chunks falling into the ocean and leaving a large hole in the sheet of ice.

Expecting what came next, I summoned two manticore claws, ready to throw them into the hole. Sure enough, the shadow under the ice returned, and a massive tooth-filled maw shot through the hole, opening its jaws wide enough to devour a cow in a single bite.

Yet it didn’t quite reach me as the two ice claws tore into its head, sending blood spraying into the sky.

I half-expected Captain Raz to jump from its mouth, yet the pirate captain used my focus on the monster to his advantage and came out of nowhere from the side.

Maribelle, ever my protector, spun between me and him, blocking the heavy ax with her two daggers. But Maribelle’s skill could not make up for the difference in size and momentum. She slid backwards on the frozen surface as he pressed forward.

Captain Raz held onto the advantage and swung that heavy ax right for me next.

I summoned two more claws to catch the blade of the ax just shy of giving me a rather aggressive haircut.

Maribelle screamed and threw herself at the pirate captain, completely ignoring his ax. She was in a frenzy, trying to deal as much damage as she could to him. “You dare try and take him from me!”

She lost a chunk of her thigh to his ax, but she didn’t even falter in her assault.

My two claws shot forward, harassing Captain Raz and occupying his ax so that he couldn’t hurt Maribelle again. I wasn’t losing control of myself, but seeing her bleed made me furious.

Thankfully, her thigh closed up quickly, and she proved its use by snapping two kicks into the captain's shins that made him falter. In response to his injury, his ax began healing him, and all of the damage that Maribelle had done in her fury was quickly mended.

The captain smirked, seeming far too calm as he was pushed back into the railing of the ship. Maribelle was on him, continuing her attack.

I realized what was going to happen right before I heard the slight growl. The captain dropped to the deck and a giant maw took out the back railing as it snapped Maribelle off the back of the boat.

He let out a low chuckle at my shock. “Now it's just you and me. Is an Avente mage worth anything without their anchors?” He leveled the ax at me menacingly.

“Wait, you don’t know? The anchors are there to keep me in check. Not to protect me,” I chuckled. “Just ask any of them.”

Two more claws shot from my hands.

Captain Raz smashed them both with swings from his ax and charged me. I jumped, forming ice underneath my feet to lift me up and over the pirate captain as he ran over my shadow.

As he passed over my shadow, Cyam came out of it, bucking. His dark hooves smashed into the captain, throwing him into the railings that barely held on, crackling and nearly giving out on the captain.

“Oh, I see. You had another helper hiding.” The captain rolled off the railing and measured up the horse made of dark magic in front of him.

“Not really. It’s kind of hard to hide a horse. I honestly think you were blind.”

Captain Raz slashed Cyam in half. The poor boy cried out only for me to push enough magic into him that I reformed his body. It was just made of magic. There shouldn’t be any pain, except that which Cyam anticipated. Still, the sound of him getting hurt made me want to kill.

Cyam whipped around, slamming his head into the captain’s crocodile-shaped skull.

I used the moment to make the ice on the deck spring up and wrap around Raz’s ankles, biting the ice deep into his skin. This was the man who had hurt Freddie, nearly killed Emlyn, and whose pet monster had just snatched my damn maid.

Magic flowed easily out of my fingertips, and it felt like the ice on deck was completely within my control.

He cried out and tried to pry his legs free, only for Cyam to thrash his big skull around with a heavy thunk as he headbutted the captain again. I pushed in on the ice. The shards in his ankle sharpened and cut him all the way to the bone.

The healing from his ax activated, racing down his body to heal his ankles.

I was getting tired of him healing any successful strikes. And I had a new idea. The spikes in his ankles expanded, cracking up his shins and his calves, forcing the healing to work there first.

“Now. I’m not much of a fighter. The anchors… they do the fighting while I get to sit back and look dashingly handsome. Yet I do have quite a bit of power.”

More ice raced up the pirate captain’s legs, locking him in place. Even as he struggled, I used his movements to spike more ice into his body and hold him even tighter. The ax was pulsing green now as it tried to heal the ever-increasing injuries on his bodies, and he was in no position to escape this time.

“Now, you have some control of that giant monster?” I asked. “It would be in your best interest to bring my maid back up here.”

I forced more ice through his hips and into his gut, slowly tearing him apart.

I was pissed.

“Let me go.” He struggled, and in desperation, cut off his own leg at the knee to try and escape my ice.

More ice only shot up past the gap, encasing his entire lower body.

“I don’t think so. You know what? I don’t need your help.” Stepping to the edge of the boat, I peered down into the ice below.

Maribelle still held my magic, so I could feel her down under the ice. As long as Captain Raz was alive, I suspected that the monster wouldn’t flee. So for the moment, he got to live. I wanted my maid back.

Reaching down to where I could feel Maribelle, I used her as a starting point and encased her in ice, feeling resistance as I presumed I wedged the monster’s mouth open and froze its jaw.

With a Herculean effort of magic, I pulled at the block of ice and ripped Maribelle, along with the monster crocodile, up through the ice.

“How dare you take what’s mine,” I growled and clenched my fist as large spikes of ice shot off from the ice around Maribelle and into the monster’s stomach. I watched as its skin ripped apart.

I turned back to Captain Raz, who was looking at me in shock. His ax was still trying to heal him, but my ice firmly locked him in and kept the wounds open. “No taunts? What fun is it to kill you if you don’t struggle a little?”

Maribelle landed next to me, the ice cracking off of her and her skin already healed back. Thankfully, she healed quickly, even after being in a large crocodile’s mouth. I had a feeling she’d been putting up a fight from the inside too.

She shook off the rest of the ice and straightened her skirt. “Sir.” Maribelle checked her hair, finding a ribbon missing and frowning before returning her face to that of a happy maid. “Thank you for pulling me out.”

“I couldn’t toss aside my tool. You’re irreplaceable,” I told her as I twisted my wrist to make the ice around Captain Raz grow tighter. It continued stabbing into him. “Now, if you’d take that ax from him. I’ll finish this.”

Maribelle bowed and skipped over to the captain. Then she grabbed the ax that looked like it was made from something’s skin and pulled.

The pirate captain clung onto it for dear life, which I understood. It was the only thing keeping him alive at this point. But in his weakened state, he was no match for Maribelle.

She pulled a dagger out and cut his arm, severing his tendons and making his hand go slack before she stepped away with her prize.

The green veins racing throughout his body faded away with the removal of the ax, and the blessed pirate captain’s body quickly drooped as blood continued to pool through the ice spikes down to the ground.

Maribelle stepped up and held out the ax with both hands. “For you, Sir.”

I took the ax, not much liking the aesthetics. Plus, it was heavy. But it did fill me with an unnatural strength. “I’ll figure out what to do with it later. For now…” I stepped up to Raz’s corpse and dipped the goddess’ pendant in his blood, feeling a rush as it touched.

Emlyn came over, pausing to lean on her sword as she looked up at me. “I see you got him.”

“No thanks to you.” I gestured about. “Really, I had to rely on Cyam. He really is the best boy.”

My shadow rose for scratches that I dutifully gave him as his reward.

Emlyn raised an eyebrow at Maribelle.

“Wow, you even missed the giant crocodile. Maribelle distracted it for me so that I could finish Captain Raz off.” I pointed at the frozen and very dead pirate as I walked down the steps to the main deck and held out the goddess’ pendant, ready to dip it in a few more blessed pirates.

“Couldn’t have done that earlier?” she mirrored the words I said to my mother earlier.

I scowled at her, dipping the necklace and getting a rush. “You’re lucky that I love you so much.”

“Aww.” Emlyn made a cute noise and bounced over to kiss me. I fed her life magic as part of it to make sure she was okay.

Aurelia was looking a little rougher as she joined us. Her kingdom blues had seen better days, and her hair was a mess. Yet she was fine besides a few scrapes.

“At least I killed more than Emlyn today,” she said proudly.

“No way,” Emlyn shot back.

I ignored them and came over to Aurelia, kissing her too and healing her wounds. “Doesn’t matter. We should clean up and get back to my mother. She has to thaw out and take these boats. I refuse to let her pin that job on me.”

Dipping the pendant into the tenth pirate, I shot a quick prayer off to the goddess.

Her attention made the back of my neck prickle before she snorted and didn’t deign to answer me. Must have upset her with my ask at the tenth soul. But I couldn’t imagine why asking for courting gifts for my ladies as my reward would upset her.

Either way, I decided that I was done fighting for the day. It was time to go get people out of the bunkers and shelters and then settle in for a good night’s sleep, and maybe a few pitchers.


Chapter 44


Imoved back towards the docks on a chunk of ice, noticing mages already out in the streets, supporting the rebuilding of the city. House Thorn had established large white tents once again, flying banners high into the sky to announce their healing stations.

My mother was walling off corridors with ice to keep the fire at bay and was in the process of escorting people from a tavern cellar to the healers. She looked up at my approach.

“Ah. Back already? Get what you needed?” she asked.

“That, and I managed to piss off a goddess,” I laughed.

She frowned deeply at me. “I wouldn’t brag about that. The bunker needs to be opened back up. I’ll leave that to you.”

“If… if it partially collapsed, would that be a problem?” I asked.

“She’s only the Eighth Princess. Besides, I’m sure those Trevis boys weren’t going to marry her anyway. Certainly, you wouldn’t make enemies for life…” She gave me a knowing look. “I saw how exhausted you were after the battles though. Not your fault if you can’t stop it.”

I sagged appropriately to sell the story. “Right, well, better keep working.” I trudged along with my anchors following me.

“Are we really going through with this?” Aurelia asked.

“Yup. I’m gonna drop a lot of dirt on that Freddie-murdering bitch,” I grumbled and headed towards the bunker.

While I was moving, I made the ground shift underneath me. The movement was a slow, steady shift that pushed in on the bunker, likely causing some soil to start raining down on people.

Just enough to make them panic.

As I reached the entrance, I unsealed it. Any other wolf mage could have easily unblocked the opening, but it seemed that Kim and Sienna had been busy elsewhere.

There was going to be plenty of work around Faylin for the next several months.

“Alright. Everyone, it’s time to get back to your lives,” I shouted into the bunker.

There were already people racing up the stairs, some in a panic.

“Sorry for the extra shifting. It’s hard to control, but we will work to get you all out safely. The wyrm seems to have disturbed the land around the bunker pretty severely,” I called out as bodies pushed past me, shoving each other out of the way to escape and see the sky once more.

“Calm down, everyone. Move this way.” Emlyn was helping me direct everyone.

I shifted the ground more, causing clumps of dirt to fall and one of the far walls of the bunker to collapse, feeling that no one was over there.

“It’s collapsing!” someone screamed, and the panic rose as mob mentality prevailed.

I feigned struggling as I lifted my hands, yet in reality, I was shaking the bunker more. “Please move quickly in an orderly fashion. But we do need to clear the bunker. I’m not sure I can hold it.”

Maribelle stepped in front of me to prevent a woman from running me over. Maribelle might not be tall, but even panicked people knew to get out of her way in a hurry.

I searched for souls.

Most of the people were on the stairway now, letting me collapse the prison with the Eighth Princess. The destruction was immediate as twenty feet of earth crushed her and her anchors.

With a thought, I plucked her soul out as it floated away from her body.

Using my ability, I peered inside, curious what I would find. And the plan I found was utterly insane. Only after a moment did I reel back.

“Sir?” Maribelle asked.

“Nothing. The Eighth Princess was messed up.” Both Valerian and Carmilla had been twisting her around for different plans. She had come to my bunker on purpose. She had hoped to get me killed, even if it cost her life. And to be fair, it had. But the fact that she was unconcerned for all the other innocent lives around her in that bunker made me angry.

What a poor, hateful woman.

“It’s collapsed,” people screamed and started searching for their loved ones.

I sagged to the side and let Maribelle catch me. “Get the people’s attention and then tell them I’ll start healing in a few minutes when I’ve recovered.”

“As you wish.” Maribelle made room for me and placed me down to rest as Emlyn and Aurelia fell into position around me.
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The day was feeling like the longest of my life by a landslide.

By the time Emlyn demanded that I stop for the day, I couldn’t even walk back to our home. Even the magical ax seemed to stop healing me. My mind was completely fried.

I was riding on Aurelia’s back with my arms around her neck. She won out because Emlyn insisted on carrying me like a princess. I was not going to be seen being princess carried through the city.

“Arden.” Hecate waited at the door to the manor. “You are the last one back. Please come to the dining room for dinner.” She turned and led us through the manor, not that we needed directions.

Aurelia dropped me off her back before the doors so that I could walk in on my own wobbly feet.

“Son.” My mother looked up from where Valken had been talking to her.

“Ard!” Sienna jumped out of her seat and rushed me with a hug. She put her weight on me, and I just wanted to crumple to the floor, but the chair wasn’t that far away. I could make it.

“Missed you too.” I kissed her and pulled her away to check on her. “Looks like you made it out fine.”

“We’ll all need a dozen showers to get rid of all the smoke, but it’ll come out eventually,” Sienna joked. “Come sit. You must be exhausted. Healing?”

“And using his soul magic to hunt for shelters and open them back up,” Emlyn filled in for me as she helped me get seated.

“We meet again.” The lady mage from Zenovia dipped her head.

I stared at her, my brain trying to recall her name, but it had been a day.

“Eva,” she supplied with a laugh. “I’m not offended. Even for someone who was doing their best not to participate, it was a fraying ordeal.”

“Thank you.” I dipped my head and tucked a napkin into my collar. A servant came out with a heavy spread of biscuits and gravy. “Is it already breakfast?”

“No. I’m just aware that you like this meal,” my mother said, pausing and waiting for the servant to leave again. “That said, how was your evening?”

“The bunker collapsed. But there were only three casualties. After that, I set up a healing station and healed many, many people before going in search of other shelters and making sure people got out. Trouble is, then everyone wanted help getting a roof over their head and I didn't have time for that today. That’ll be the work of several weeks.”

I used the biscuits as a spoon to get as much gravy as I could into my mouth. Surprisingly, I felt reinvigorated after a few bites. I started trying to calculate when I had last eaten.

“Shame about the casualties, but that happens sometimes.” My mother had absolutely zero remorse in her tone. “We finally have our two guests. Maybe we can do more than exchange names. You knew Harry since he was a boy?” my mother asked Valken.

“Yes…” He hesitated as if searching for the right place to start. “Harry was a distant branch of the royal family of Zenovia.”

My mother nodded as if she’d known that fact the whole time. “Distant enough that he could do what he wanted, yet had the privilege to get himself assigned to spy on Avente.”

Valken nodded. “It might seem harsh, but both sides frequently plant people to keep an eye on each other. He had some interesting beliefs regarding True Mages.” Valken glanced at me. “He believed that part of the true mage heritage remained in Avente, despite the noble family of Zenovia fleeing to the peninsula.”

“He might have been right.” My mother glanced at me too. “Either way, it doesn’t matter much now. My son is a four-sphere, or a True Mage. He has a secondary type of magic that goes beyond the four spheres.”

“He can control his soul.” Eva was the one to say it aloud. “True Mages have great control over their souls. Other mages can learn this skill, but it doesn’t come naturally. Zenovia doesn’t have a True Mage to teach him, but we do practice our souls for lesser mages.”

I swallowed another gravy-slathered biscuit. “So, then, who does that make you, Eva? Are you related to my father?”

The young mage glanced at the Vel’shae at the table.

He spoke for her. “She is. Though the Zenov Family is huge, there are eight active branches. When the young prince escaped the coup in Avente, he married each of the noble families that went with him and tried to produce a suitable heir to restore his family. However, he ultimately failed.”

“Ah.” I nodded. Being royalty wasn’t that unique. “So then, why Eva?” I continued to poke at them, despite my mother scowling at me.

“Frankly, she’s my favorite,” Valken laughed. There was a slight hiss in his laugh. “Of all the royal brats, she has enough sense to do this, and is mild mannered enough that I wouldn’t mind broadening her mind and giving her the advantage of getting to know the next True Mage.”

I blinked, and covered my expression with a bite that was mostly gravy. “At least you’re honest,” I mumbled around the piece of food. “Nice to meet you, Eva Zenov.”

She dipped her head, acknowledging the last name.

“So, what does that make your last name, Valken? Also Zenov?” I asked.

He tilted his head thoughtfully. “No. Roddter. But it has been a long time since I used it. Vel’shae discard their names for service.”

I tapped my now-empty plate thoughtfully before just coming out with the pressing question in my mind. “How are Vel’shae made? What makes them different from corrupted?”

He chuckled. “I’m what you’d call an anchor originally.” He was surprisingly honest.

That statement made me blink and pause. “Then how do you have a sphere for…” I gestured at his fangs and scaly skin.

“I took the late Queen Ash’s serpent sphere within myself before she passed,” he answered.

That made me lean back in my seat. “She gave you her sphere?” I asked incredulously. It didn’t even make sense, yet it made all the sense in the world. It just never occurred to me that a mage could remove a sphere and give it to someone else.

“Two hundred and fifty-eight years, she practiced magic. Her sphere, as well as her soul, were very powerful. I was honored enough to receive her serpent sphere in return for guarding the royal family for the rest of my life. My soul has been honed through the years, and I can produce some magic, but largely think of me as an anchor with an unlimited source of magic inside my body,” he continued to explain one of his country’s greatest secrets to me.

Of course, he wasn’t going into detail about how they didn’t go crazy or how the actual transfer worked.

“How old are you?” I asked, making Eva glare at me.

“I stopped counting around five hundred. That was a while ago,” he answered.

I let out a soft whistle. “No wonder everyone just calls you Uncle Valken. There would be too many ‘Greats’ in there for anyone to hold a conversation, otherwise.”

He smirked, showing off his fangs. “That may be so.”

“Well, Uncle Valken, if you don’t mind me picking up my father’s name for you, we’ll figure out what exactly I can learn about soul magic in the near future.” I sighed. “My mother is likely correct. After today and the skill I showed, I’ll be put towards the war efforts with Garrish soon enough.”

My mother’s expression was tense at my words. “I’ll send a letter to my father asking to delay any declarations until the spring thaw. And we can make up excuses about you being more useful here.”

“Hey. I am quite useful,” I added, receiving a withering glare. “Point taken. I might be a bit too tired for a long talk about the future. Let’s leave that for breakfast tomorrow.” I dabbed at my lips with a napkin like a fucking proper noble and stood. “Eva, Uncle Valken, I look forward to working with you both. For now, I need to wash off the day and get some sleep.”

I excused myself quickly, the big ax slapping against my leg as I moved. There was one errand I had before I could bathe and get ready for the night.

I headed to the little shrine of the goddess in the manor.

Emlyn was hurrying to keep up with me, carrying a few biscuits with her. “Hold on, Ard.” She caught up, juggling the biscuits and a glass of wine. “I thought you’d eat longer.”

“No time for chit chat. That, and a goddess owes me.” I grinned as I knelt at the little state. “Oh great and mysterious goddess. I have done thine holy task. Hence forth ten have been slain and offered up to you, yet you ignored my fervent prayers.”

“Please stop talking like that.” The goddess in her glowing dark outline appeared, her legs crossed as she leaned against a chair by the wall.

“It got you to come.” I grinned like a loon and took the ax from my belt and placed it in front of the statue. “You know exactly what I want.”

Emlyn ate her biscuits, looking between the two of us like she was watching an exciting play.

“You should really show a goddess more propriety,” Missy sighed and waved her hand. “Your request is simple enough. It’s not even concerning to give you a second request.”

The ax made of bone shined bright for a second before it was replaced with an ax made entirely out of bluesteel, with several grand gems set in the handle.

I greedily snatched it up and turned it over in my hand. “It’ll heal her?”

“Yes,” the goddess sighed. “I took the one you offered as a sacrifice. This is an entirely new ax. It has similar properties to the amulet you gave Emlyn.”

“Oh.” Emlyn peered at the weapon. “Who’s it for?”

“Aurelia,” I answered quickly. “Every time I watch her fight, I really wonder if the sword is the right weapon. I feel like she’d do much better with a big ax to crack people’s skulls. That, and with how recklessly she fights, I’d like something to help keep her alive.”

The goddess swayed her feet back and forth, attracting my attention again.

“Thank you.” I bowed to her. “About the other woman. Can I get a collar made of blue steel? It needs to be as hard as possible to break.”

“For Maribelle?” Emlyn asked, putting the pieces together. “Wait, you are getting them courting gifts?!” She suddenly realized what I was doing.

“Yup. I mean, trading a goddess’ favor for courting gifts seems about right. Both of them should be damn honored to get such things,” I spoke with my chin held high.

Missy shook her head in her hand and waved her other hand. A collar with a small gap in the back appeared in front of us. There was a giant blue gemstone in the front that would go fantastically with Maribelle’s eyes.

“Activate the magic to soften it, and you can bend it onto her. After you remove the magic though, it’ll become hard and durable. Now, I am going. I cannot believe I am being used for courting gifts,” she muttered the last and disappeared.

I shrugged.

I now had two gifts to help keep my anchors alive for longer. I couldn’t ask for anything better. Not that I’d tell Emlyn, but I was just as attached to all of my anchors, if not more so than the pets I seemed to accumulate.

“Well then.” Emlyn waited for me to collect my spoils. “Let’s get you bathed before you give either of those away. Maribelle’s going to kidnap you for the night after you give that to her, and I don’t think I can stop her.”

I shrugged. “Can you get me a barrel of water?”

“For the bath? But…” Emlyn stopped talking as the use for the barrel dawned on her. “Yeah. You might need a barrel tonight.”

“I’ll sacrifice myself for the good of the world,” I joked.

The next few weeks would be hard, and soon I’d find myself the last place I wanted to be. At war.
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